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ABSTRACT
Queer Displacements: Minorities, Mobilities, and Mobilizations in French and Francophone
Literature
by
Thomas Muzart
Advisor: Dr. Maxime Blanchard

Focusing on the work of Virginie Despentes, Jean Genet, Guy Hocquenghem, and
Abdellah Taïa, this dissertation challenges the antisocial turn taken in queer theory, by means of
a parallel study of the authors’ geographical and intellectual itineraries. While critics like Leo
Bersani and Lee Edelman have suggested that the revolutionary potential in queer identity lies in
its opposition to romanticized forms of community, I argue, along with José Esteban Muñoz, that
their praising of singularity and negativity is similarly extreme. Alternatively, my study shows
how the geographical displacements both experienced and imagined by my primary authors can
illuminate the passage from antisociality to political engagements. I consider sexual nonnormativity as a catalyzer for mobility, which provides subjects with new tools to collaborate
with other minority groups across cultures, races, and borders: Genet with the Black Panthers
and the Palestine Liberation Organization, Hocquenghem with feminists and immigrant workers,
Despentes’ with anti-austerity movements, and Taïa with the Arab Spring.
Throughout my analysis, I reveal how sexual non-normativity does not constitute the
central issue of these authors’ political struggle, but rather the position through which they
participate in the elaboration of political alliances redefining social belonging. At once sexually
marginalized and cultural producers, the authors exemplify what Pierre Bourdieu calls “the
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dominated agent among the dominant,” an ambivalent position that I question throughout this
dissertation. However, the aim of my work is not whether such ambivalences can be overcome
for subjects to engage fully with collective movements, but rather, if by providing a model for
others to connect from and beyond their singularities they can construct a transnational collective
sense of belonging.
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“Part of my responsibility as a witness was to move as largely
and as freely as possible. To write the story, and to get it out.”
James Baldwin, Remember this House, 1979.

INTRODUCTION

Beyond Gay Marriage, Homosexual Inversion
“Nous sommes fiers de ce que nous faisons. Nous en sommes si fiers que je voudrais le
définir par les mots du poète Léon-Gontran Damas: ‘l’acte que nous allons accomplir est beau
comme une rose dont la Tour Eiffel assiégée à l’aube voit s’épanouir enfin les pétales. Il est
grand comme un besoin de changer d’air. Il est fort comme le cri aigu d’un accent dans la nuit
longue1’.” It is with such a poetic and inspired note that, on January 29, 2013 at the National
Assembly, Christiane Taubira, the newly-appointed French Minister of Justice, ended her speech
introducing the debates on same-sex marriage in France, also known as “le mariage pour tous.”
Beyond its aesthetic effect, I read Taubira’s reference to Damas, one of the founders of the
political and literary movement of negritude2, and deputy of Guyana from 1948 to 1951, as a
gesture connecting the gay and lesbian’s struggle for equal rights in 2013 with the one initiated
by racialized and colonized people in the 1930s. Originally from Guyana herself and a black
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These words by Damas come from his poem “Grand comme un besoin de changer d’air,” published in the volume
of poetry Névralgies (1964).
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Along with Aimé Césaire and Léopold Senghor.
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woman, the Minister of Justice demonstrated with her unwavering support3 of the “the mariage
pour tous” that disenfranchisement could transcend social and cultural difference and generate a
sense of solidarity among the minority citizens who are part of the French Republic.
Contradicting such a point of view, Hervé Mariton, member of the right-wing party
UMP4 and therefore deputy of the opposition, questioned during the debate on the “mariage pour
tous,” Taubira’s use of Damas which, according to him, was inconsistent with the poet’s
denunciation of cultural assimilation: “Dois-je rappeler à Mme la garde des sceaux, qui cite
Léon-Gontran Damas dans son discours introductif – vous avez de bonnes lectures, chère
madame –, que ce poète a très souvent exprimé, dans son œuvre, l’idée que les différences entre
les personnes ne devaient pas être niées, mais assumées, acceptées et promues ? Bref, qu’il
considérait que la différenciation était préférable à l’identification.” Mariton’s strategy consisted
of suggesting that giving gays and lesbians access to marriage, which is a heterosexual
institution, was going against the respect of cultural differences. He further claimed that keeping
each group or category separated had nothing to do with disrespect but on the contrary resisted
assimilating tendencies that contradicted the fundamental and actual difference of each group.
Engaging in this verbal jousting implying literary but also political interpretations, Taubira in
turn accused Mariton of misappropriating Damas’ position and deconstructed his dubious logic
by underlining the necessary distinction between the respect of difference and the use of
difference as a justification for inequality. As a poet of negritude, Damas was an advocate for

3

A support even more noticeable given the lack of implication that the LGBTQ community observed from the
socialist government, which significantly altered its initial law by giving up on measures about Assisted
Reproductive Technology (“Procréation Médicalement Assistée” or PMA) or surrogacy (“Gestation Par Autrui”
or GPA), and did not publicly condemn the homophobic mobilization that spread among Catholic and traditional
right-wing groups.
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Founded in 2002 by Jacques Chirac, UMP or Union pour un Mouvement Populaire will become the party “Les
Républicains” in 2015, under the impulse of Nicolas Sarkozy.
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difference as well as for freedom and equality, which Taubira proved by quoting another of his
poems from the collection Black Label (1956): “Nous les gueux/ nous les peu/ nous les rien/
nous les chiens/ nous les maigres/nous les Nègres […]/ Qu’attendons-nous […]/ pour jouer aux
fous/ pisser un coup/ tout à l’envi/ contre la vie/ stupide et bête/ qui nous est faite?” This poem
allowed Taubira to emphasize Damas’ commitment toward disenfranchised subjects whose
unfair treatment would justify their state of madness and give them legitimate reasons to rebel as
a collective “we” against the stupid life that social institutions had created for them. Therefore, it
becomes clear that Damas’ invocation of a right of difference, or Taubira’s, who placed herself
under his patronage, does not emerge from a place of social privilege concerned with keeping its
advantages, but rather from a minority position that demands the right to exist and lives its
difference while having equal opportunities as citizens.
In her speech of January 29, Taubira further explained through the lens of marriage that
the status of minority did not necessarily target the same kind of groups throughout history,
either. She mentioned the fact that prior to the Edict of Toleration of Versailles issued by Louis
XVI in 1787, Protestants did not have the right to marry according to their own rites. The
appearance of civil marriage in 1789 drastically changed what had been up until that time a
religious sacrament securing properties and inheritance and lines of descent. By becoming a
republican institution, marriage, Taubira argued, held the potential to integrate progressively
social evolutions: With the freedom to marry came the freedom to not marry and the right to
divorce; children born out of marriage were now recognized; the father was no longer considered
as the head of the family who owned not only his property but also his spouse and children;
women had gained more independence and the right since 1970 to open a bank account, sign a
contract, and manage their salaries. Throughout these multiple examples, the Minister of Justice
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showed that far from being stable, marriage had historically been a flexible institution and that
gay marriage constituted the logical next step toward greater freedom. This conclusion
exemplifies what Eric Fassin describes as a political and epistemological change, which consists
in no longer interrogating homosexuality itself but the social reaction it has been generating.
Displacing the object of scrutiny from the issue of homosexuality to the issue of homophobia,
which Fassin calls “l’inversion de la question homosexuelle,” reveals and subsequently questions
the normative process through which individuals are supposed to conform in order to be
considered as “good” citizens. My use of the term “normative” instead of “normal” directly
addresses my intention to bring a critical perspective and challenge the ways in which a society
has determined certain actions and outcomes as desirable and others as undesirable and to be
rejected5.

The Debate on Queer Theory: Antisociality vs. Utopianism
This new phase in the apprehension of LGBT issues generated in return heated hostilities,
which according to Bruno Perreau, reveals the complex interweaving of sexuality, nation, and
community (9). In public debates and demonstrations in the streets against gay marriage,
reactionary groups, often connected to the Catholic Church6, equated homosexuals to interior
enemies who threatened the French nation by importing and imposing foreign “ideologies” such
as the American gender and queer theories. They also used racist strategies by discrediting

5

The use of “normative” as a qualifier or “normativity” as a noun will follow that same critical approach throughout
my dissertation.

6

The most famous being the Institute Civitas.
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Taubira’s legitimacy because of her blackness and her French-Guyanese origins. Based on the
stance taken by these groups, it appears clear that in addition to being heterosexual, the “real”
French people that they defended were in their mind also white, Christian, and respectful of the
differences between the sexes. In the wake of scholars such as George Mosse, Florence
Tamagne, and Shari Benstock7, Perreau asserts that the threat of homosexuality to the ideal of
the Republican values has been a consistent unifying factor for nationalist groups throughout the
20th century (10). While gay marriage may be perceived as a bourgeois normative right to
pursue, the conservative response that emerged in France sheds light on the ways in which the
struggle for sexual rights exceeds such a narrow domain and opens for a broader rethinking of
the notion of community and a sense of belonging. On one hand, there are those who criticize
gay marriage because it represents homosexuals’ compliance to heterosexual modes of sociality
and on the other hand, those who fear the destruction of a historical if not sacred institution by
sexual subjects supposedly unfit for monogamous conjugal life. These two points of view, I
argue, represent the two faces of the same coin, which is the belief that heterosexual and
homosexual subjects are unable to form a collective “we” without renouncing their own
specificity.
As a contrapuntal perspective to Perreau’s analysis which focuses on the heterosexual
and conservative resistance to LGBT issues, Leo Bersani’s Homos (1996) addresses the concern
according to which the renunciation of what distinguishes gays from others would lead to their
elimination. Even though he understands the desire to challenge the construction of gay identity

7

who respectively wrote Nationalism and Sexuality: Respectability and Abnormal Sexuality in Europe (1985), “Le
‘Crime du Palace’: homosexualité, médias et politique dans la France des années 30,” in Revue d’Histoire
Moderne Contemporaine (2006), and “Paris Lesbianism and the Politics of the Reaction, 1900-1940” in Hidden
from History: Reclaiming the Gay and Lesbian Past (1989).
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and to resignify notions such as the one of family, “de-gaying gayness,” Bersani regrets, is more
assimilative than subversive and becomes a self-inflicted erasure serving ultimately the aim of
homophobia (5). That is why he advocates for an irreverent affirmation of subjects’ gay identity
and particularly insists on the necessity to emphasize gay desire, whose specificity generates
forms of sociality that differ from the heterosexual norm: “Perhaps inherent in gay desire is a
revolutionary inaptitude for heteroized sociality. This of course means sociality as we know it,
and the most politically disruptive aspect of the homo-ness I will be exploring in gay desire is a
redefinition of sociality so radical that I may appear to require a provisional withdrawal from
relationality itself” (7). Such an account gives reason to the opponents of gay marriage who
argue alongside Bersani that homosexuals’ desire and way of life are incompatible with
heteroized sociality such as the marriage and the conventional family, with a father “and” a
mother, as the protestors of “La Manif pour tous8,” liked to repeat incessantly. Instead of
adapting to these heterosexual modes of relations and trying to appear as good citizens according
to norms that do not take them into account, homosexuals should embrace the specificity of their
desire and the disruptive aspect of their own existence in order to elaborate a new kind of
sociality. Aware of the difficulty to extract oneself from traditional social modes in order to
create new ones, Bersani considers that the achievement of such a goal might require subjects to
give up on any sense of belonging and community at some point during the process.
Such a theoretical approach has had a major influence among scholars from the field of
gay and lesbian studies, as evidenced by the debate organized in the 2005 Modern Language

8

As its name suggests, “La Manif pour tous” is a collective movement gathering several groups, including many
Catholic ones, which opposed “le Mariage pour tous” by organizing protest marches. With their slogan “un papa,
une maman,” the members of the “Manif pour tous” intended to emphasize the “natural” aspect of the
heterosexual family and therefore condemn measures such as the PMA and the GPA.

6

Association Convention on the political relevance of “queer unbelonging,” also coined as the
antisocial thesis. The panel showed a division among those in favor of antisociality – Lee
Edelman and Jack Halberstam – and those who defended the necessity of relationality – José
Esteban Muñoz and Tim Dean. The divergences between Edelman and Muñoz are particularly
helpful to understanding the heart of the debate between the two camps. Agreeing with Bersani,
who challenges the idea that homosexuals should comply with the demand of respectability,
Edelman radicalizes this insight by considering it along a temporal and historical frame. As the
title of his essay suggests, No Future (2004) turns the temporary anticommunatarian impulses
developed in Homos into a long-standing refusal of participation in social life. The main reason
invoked by Edelman to justify such a position is that the present concern for the future, futurity,
constitutes the basis on which heteronormative society establishes its domination. By focusing
on the sake of the child as an embodiment of future generations, dominant forms of sociality
such as the heterosexual family consider non-normative subjects as threats that need to be
contained. Such a logic gives way to what Edelman calls reproductive futurism, where the
current social order stands as the most natural and therefore the one that needs to perpetuate itself
along with biological reproduction. By designating it as the “Futurch,” Edelman attributes to the
ideological conditioning of futurism the same influence that religion used to have on social life.
Rather than prostrating at the altar of this modern secular religion, in other words, sacrificing
their present living conditions for the new generations to come, homosexual or queer subjects
have to give up fantasies of a better future and accept their role as modern infidels. By doing so,
they reveal the deception of the humanistic subject whose rationalism maintains the naïve hope
of social harmony. Relying on Freud’s death drive, the queer ethics proposed by Edelman not
only contemplates the destruction of sociality but also the annihilation of the subject.

7

While giving credit to antisociality for its critical perspectives on the normative tendency
displayed by the LGBT community9, Muñoz considers that Edelman and Bersani have gone too
far and replaced “the romance of community with the romance of singularity and negativity”
(10). His alternative project, known as queer utopianism, does not praise negativity for its own
sake but rather uses it as the basis for rethinking notions of subjectivity and community. Muñoz
overcomes what Mari Ruti identifies as the politico-ethical dead-end of desubjectivation, which
consists in the death of the subject. She advances that the complete renunciation of subjectivity
as advanced by Edelman is not realistic given that everyone needs and has a semicoherent and
semicontinuous life10. Instead of embracing a theory whose radicality cannot find ground in
one’s material embodied experience, she finds it more interesting to explore “what it might mean
to be a subject after the collapse of the unified, arrogant, and self-mastering subject of humanist
metaphysics” (38). Muñoz tackles this question by referring to Jean-Luc Nancy’s concept of
“being singular plural11,” which posits that the subject’s singularity is always simultaneously in
relations with other singularities (10). That is why the rebirth of the subject from the point of
view of his queer utopianism takes shape through a collective form of action. The emphasis on
“doing” rather than “being” constitutes a crucial component of the queer orientation taken by
Muñoz. Connecting the limiting aspect of identity politics in the LGBT community with a shortsighted and pragmatic agenda, he values the ways in which queerness as a horizon, as something
not quite here yet but nonetheless perceptible in certain moments, objects, and spaces, represents

9

Especially through the struggle for gay marriage.

10

Ruti asserts that even scholars like Edelman or Halberstam rely on such a semi-coherence in their life. She further
underlines the contradiction between their appraisal of desubjectivation and unlearning with their socially-valued
positions as college professors.

11

See Être singulier pluriel (2013).
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a desiring mode that gathers, in a collective, subjects dissatisfied with the current social order:
“The present is not enough. It is impoverished and toxic for queers and other people who do not
feel the privilege of majoritarian belonging, normative tastes, and ‘rational’ expectations.” It is
interesting to notice in this passage how Muñoz seems to use the term queer in its restrictive
sexual meaning, queers only referring to homosexuals. Rather than contradicting his idea of
queerness as a horizon, I would argue that this rhetorical strategy actually illustrates his
acknowledgement that the critique of the present is not the monopoly of LGBT people. Muñoz
does not want to force “other people” affected and resisting a precarious present to necessarily
identify as queers. However, his association between queers and other people suggests a similar
interest in challenging social normativity and subsequently the potential emergence of a
collective form cutting across distinctions of sexual preferences but also of race, sex, or age.
Judith Butler’s essay Bodies that Matter (1993) is helpful to understand how the
renunciation of the stability of identities and categories in favor of their critical examination can
enable the shift from a collective of queers to a queer collective: “If the term “queer” is to be a
site of collective contestation, the point of departure for a set of historical reflections and futural
imaginings, it will have to remain that which is, in the present, never fully owned, but always
and only redeployed, twisted, queered from a prior usage and in the direction of urgent and
expanding political purposes” (228). Evocatively entitled “Critically Queer,” Butler’s chapter
proposes to associate queer with critical thinking as a way to resignify the term in order to
overcome its primary connection with insult and injury. While acknowledging how the word
“queer” carries from the past up to the present a traumatic stigma impacting non-normative
subjects at an individual and collective level, Butler perceives it nonetheless as an opportunity to
rethink the history of such a community and, like Muñoz, to imagine forms of belonging that

9

respond to the challenges of today and tomorrow. Unlike the antisocial thesis that views the
exclusionary effect of the insult “queer” as a reason to dissociate with the politics, Muñoz and
Butler understand such a wound as a potential foundation for a collective contestation that can
expand and evolve beyond the primary usage of queer, which targeted homosexuals. In this
dissertation, my aim is to demonstrate that the debate between the antisocial thesis and
utopianism in queer theory actually reflects an internal tension that I identify in authors such as
Virginie Despentes, Jean Genet, Guy Hocquenghem, and Abdellah Taïa, who question their
relationships to society in regards to their non-normative sexuality. Whether expressed in their
literary works or in their political commitment, these relationships alternate between a desire to
opt out of social life and a desire to engage in the political and social movements that they
encountered along their personal and intellectual journey.
Whether it be Despentes, Genet, Hocquenghem, or Taïa, each of them experienced the
injury of social rejection due to their sexual non-normativity, especially because they publicly
asserted their difference. As Michael Lucey argues in Never Say I: Sexuality and the First
Person in Colette, Gide, and Proust12 (2006), the connection of “I” with sexual non-normativity
constitutes a political affirmation of authority from writers who speak about issues that are
socially and morally condemned. Approaching a similar question in French Gay Modernism
(2004), Lawrence Schehr considers that Genet’s use of the first person is even more explicit than
his predecessors’. In Proust, despite the presence of homosexual characters such as Charlus and
Jupien, the narrator in A la recherche du temps perdu (1913-1927) is heterosexual, while in

12

The expression “never say I” that Lucey uses in the title of his essay comes from a conversation that André Gide
recounts having had with Oscar Wilde about the publication of Les nourritures terrestes (1897): “ ‘Listen, dear,
you must make a promise. Your Nourritures terrestres is fine… very fine, even. But, dear, from now on never
again write ‘I’’ And as I didn’t seem to understand him fully enough, he went on: ‘In art, you see, there is no first
person.”
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Gide’ L’immoraliste (1902), the narrator shows homoerotic rather than homosexual desires. On
the contrary, in his first novel, Notre-Dame des Fleurs (1943), Genet creates a narrator who is
explicitly homosexual. The fact that the narrator was called Jean, like him, further led readers to
identify Genet himself as a homosexual. This correlation will gain even greater significance with
the publication of the autofictional Journal du voleur (1949) and Jean-Paul Sartre’s essay SaintGenet, comédien et martyr (1952), which portrays Genet as a symbol of homosexual defiance
toward society. In 1972, Guy Hocquenghem’s interview for the Nouvel Observateur in which he
introduced himself as a young homosexual, constitutes the first step leading to a collective effort
to make homosexuality visible in the public sphere. As one of the leaders of FHAR, Front
Homosexuel d’Action Révolutionnaire, Hocquenghem advocates for an unapologetic gay
movement that embraces abjection and uses sexual irreverency to disrupt a society relying on the
heterosexual family to maintain inequalities among citizens. With the publication of her first
novel Baise-moi (1993), Despentes brings to the fore a feminism that associates sexuality with
violence that shocked first readers, and then viewers, with her film adaptation in 2000, which
was censored due to its pornographic aspect. Becoming, as she asserts, a lesbian after meeting
the Spanish philosopher Beatriz Preciado,13 Despentes considers the exit from heterosexuality an
opportunity to rethink one’s own relationship to sociality. Finally, even though Taïa was, like
Genet in France, the first author in Morocco to write about homosexuality in the first person14, it
is because of his interview for the magazine TelQuel in 2007 where he confirms his own

13

Who transitioned from female to male and is now known as Paul B. Preciado.

14

One could argue that Rachid O. was actually the first one given that he published autofictional novels where he
explicitly reveals his homosexuality in the 1990s. However, unlike Taïa, Rachid O. never displayed his last
name, which limits the impact of his literary “coming-out.” As I will show in the chapter on Taïa, using one’s
last name is significant because it is, beyond an individual gesture, an affirmation of belonging to a family and
by extension to a community.
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marginal sexuality that he faced the exclusion of his community, and distanciation from his
family, who, as he reveals in l’homosexualité expliquée à ma mère (2009), was ashamed of him.
While their self-affirmation involved the acknowledgement of their homosexuality, each
of the authors studied in this dissertation simultaneously criticizes the ways in which such a
category seeks to reduce their subjectivity to their “deviant” sexuality. That is why, following
Butler’s insight, I analyze how they make their claim not only through but also against the
discourses on homosexuality that have participated in their social exclusion. Consequently, I
favor the term queer, given that it attests a willingness to make homosexuality a concept on the
move that no one can never fully own (224). Moreovoer, if sexual non-normativity constitutes
the initial motive of their alienation and subsequent defiance toward society, these authors
demonstrate political concerns that transcend sexual rights and contribute to alliances among
minority groups that respond to the social challenges of their time. Genet’s conflicting relations
with French society will expand toward his support of the Black Panthers in the United States
and the Palestinians, two groups who struggled against hegemonic powers, respectively the US
government and Israel, which deprived them of basic rights. Hocquenghem’s activism with
FHAR15 emerged from the collaborations of homosexuals with former feminists from the MLF,
Mouvement de Libération des Femmes, and further generated expressions of solidarity between
homosexuals and immigrant workers coming from former French colonies that faced
discrimination in the 1970s. Combining her initial radical and violent feminism against
neoliberalism with lesbianism, Despentes’ reflections on communality take inspiration from the
anti-austerity movements that she observed across Europe and the United States in the 2010s.
Taïa’s struggle against the autocratic regime of Morocco led him to participate in the revolts of

15

Front Homosexuel d’Action Révolutionnaire, created in 1972.
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the 2011 Arab Spring. Throughout these various collaborations, the authors explore new ways to
articulate their singularity as queer individuals with collectivity, which ultimately challenges
Edelman’s advocacy for political disengagement. Rather than absolute and immutable, I consider
that Despentes, Genet, Hocquenghem, and Taïa’s antisocial stances represent a step, that, by
allowing them, each in their own way, to opt out of the script of normativity, provides them an
opportunity to identify with other minority groups which, like them, seek to redefine the social
contract. My emphasis on the shift from antisociality to collectivity does not mean, however, that
my study defends a teleological perspective. I believe instead in oscillations between moments
where the singular and the collective alternatively take over one another. It is from this constant
reexamination of belonging that the queer aspect of a collective resists the dissolution of
individuals’ will into ideology and is thus able to respond to the political urgencies of a given
moment.

Queer Mobility
Beyond the fact that the outreach of Despentes, Genet, Hocquenghem, and Taïa’s
political commitment exceeds sexual rights, it is crucial to notice how they further undermine
divisions between cultures, nations, and races. This common specificity, I argue, derives from
the authors’ embrace of geographical mobility. The difficulties that they express about living in
their respective social environment translate into their critique not only of the present but also of
the place where they are from. That is why either they themselves, or the queer characters in
their work, often decide to embark for an elsewhere that seems more promising. This tendency
corroborates Muñoz’ utopian vision which considers queerness as the rejection of the here and
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the now in favor of a horizon that needs to be understood as both temporal and spatial. Genet
finds in North Africa, the Middle East, and the United States, places where he can escape the
burden of his French identity and discover new aspects of his subjectivity through the
development of bonds outside of cultural and national belonging. Attracted to the United States
and the metropolis around the world where gay communities emerged, Hocquenghem connects
unlimited subjective experimentation with unlimited movements and promotes a way of
traveling from a minor perspective that challenges one’s identity. Despentes’ main focus is
Spain, a country where she lived during her relationship with the philosopher Preciado between
2004 and 2011 and which has since represented in her fiction a specific place of sexual freedom
as well as social and political inspiration. Taia’s immigration to Europe in 1998, first to
Switzerland and then to France, allowed him to earn a social recognition which, unlike in his
home country, does not erase his homosexuality.
The geographical displacements that I observe not only illustrate queers’ specific
disposition for mobility but also participate in what I qualify as a queering of space. Developing
a field of study that he calls geocriticism, Bertrand Westphal suggests that space is never
homogeneous or coherent, but is instead fragmented through analysis and discourses. He
elaborates such an idea by underlining the distinction between space and place that has generated
debates among geographers and sociologists. Taking a phenomenological approach, Westphal
explains that subjects shape through their actions and ideas a space to the extent that it becomes a
place (5). A space turns into a place once it acquires a specific meaning for a group of people.
Westphal recognizes the significant role that discourses, including fictional ones, play in the
understanding of space, particularly in a postmodern context which interrogates the very idea of
“reality” by revealing its relative and plural aspects (3). Through the displacements they depict,
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the authors of my corpus produce forms of knowledge that derive from their situation as
minorities, which reveal the multilayered, conflictual, and therefore political aspects of spaces
and participate in the elaboration of new places. This perspective finds affinities with David
Harvey’s radical geography that promotes the development of subaltern points of view able to
uncover the ways in which capitalism has created and maintained an apprehension of space
mainly supporting productivity and accumulation of wealth. However, as Jack Halberstam
underlines in his essay In a Queer Time and Place (2005), Harvey, like many other neo-Marxist
thinkers, fails to include sexuality in his critique of globalization and transnational capitalism,
considering it as an unimportant issue for activism given its supposed individual and personal
aspect. Muñoz shows that Harvey goes even further by arguing in A Brief History of
Neoliberalism (2005) that sex radicalism actually participates in the diversification of the
bourgeois lifestyle by favoring individualism and narcissism to the detriment of collective
belonging. Harvey’s criticism echoes that of Lisa Duggan, who in The Twilight of Equality
(2003) analyzes the collusion between LGBT activism and neoliberalism. Instead of embodying
a subversive position, gays and lesbians fall into the trap of homonormativity by defending an
ideal of fluidity which works hand in hand with the values of the free market. In a similar vein,
Joseph Massad denounces in Desiring Arabs (2007) the imperialistic tendency of LGBT
international organizations which imposes a Western perception of sexual identities and desires
on ethnic-racial subjects from the Arab World.
While these insights legitimately reveal the perverse effects of ideas and practices which
reinforce hierarchies and dynamics of power that they initially opposed, they should not
nonetheless overshadow the experiences and struggles of sexual minority subjects aligning with
working-class and racial concerns. That is what Halberstam defends in his essay by arguing that
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queer subjects’ relations and practices subvert conventional understanding of time and space. For
example, non-reproductive sexuality undermines the heterosexual model of the family which has
ensured the stability of property and the nation through generational inheritance. It appears
therefore that deconstructing the process of capitalism could, and, in my opinion, should go
along with the deconstructing of heteronormativity, racism, sexism, and all forms of arbitrary
hierarchal thinking supporting an unfair status-quo. Without undermining its tendency to
consolidate the hegemony of the Western world through uniformization, globalization, according
to Halberstam and anthropologist Anna Tsing16, also contributed simultaneously to the
implementation of transnational politics serving environmentalist, human rights, and feminist
causes (Halberstam 9). Francoise Lionnet and Shu-mei Shi also underline the coexistence of a
transnationalism “from above,” constituted of multinationals, global media, macrostructural
processes, with a transnationalism “from below,” which corresponds to practices and actions of
ordinary people that resist capitalism and refuse assimilation to the nation-state. Despite its
intended desire for a unifying world order, transnationalism has produced multilayered spatiotemporalities that ultimately challenge the divide between the local and the global and provided
minoritized cultures with opportunities to create networks within and across national boundaries
(7). According to Lionnet and Shi, the various forms of cooperation that constitute minor
transnationalism represent a welcome alternative for minority subjects who often identify
themselves in opposition to a dominant discourse rather than vis-à-vis each other and other
minority groups. No longer seeking recognition and citizenship through a vertical struggle, in
other words, depending on the approval of the dominant norm, minorities horizontally
reconfigure modes of living, belonging, and political practice.
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As a radical uprooting gesture, I believe that geographical mobility often constitutes the
initial and necessary step that facilitates the implementation of new alternatives. The discovery
of other places helps minority subjects to realize how the unitary and dominant apprehension of
space prevailing in their place of origin is far from natural and can therefore be challenged.
According to Rosi Braidotti, the nomadic subjectivity resulting from the distanciation between
oneself and one’s home ground may be a painful process but also allows minorities to escape the
scripted way of life that had until then inhibited them (16). Braidotti’s concept of nomadism
directly takes inspiration from Deleuze and Guattati’s Mille Plateaux (1980), which correlates
the figure of the nomad with the state of “becoming.” The nomad embodies a subjectivity in
transit and therefore resists the identity process consisting in a fixation into a state of “being.” By
doing so, they17 also break away with pre-established power relations and give way to power
dynamics which emerge from unsuspected encounters and interactions with people but also with
knowledge and ideas. Rather than reproduction and imitation, nomadic becoming produces new
interconnections. Therefore, even though the extraction from a hegemonic habit of thinking may
imply a moment of alienation, the creative process generated by nomadism is not individualistic
or exclusionary but relational and collective.
Even though I use nomadism somewhat literally given my primary interest in
geographical mobility, I also take into consideration the fact that Braidotti mainly understands
such a concept as a myth or a political fiction (26). Far from advocating for the generalization of
nomadism in a physical sense to everyone, I consider that the displacements experienced or
imagined by Genet, Hocquenghem, Despentes, and Taïa participate instead in the elaboration of
a nomadic state of mind, which consists of questioning the social codes and behaviors existing in
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a given place. That is also why I do not interpret the authors’ return to their home as the end of
their nomadic journey. On the contrary, I believe that such a gesture which may take place
physically or through writing, constitutes the implementation of what they learned from their
geographical displacements in the socio-political imaginary. As nomadic subjects, they become a
performative metaphor that disrupts the ground on which normativity had taken root. In order to
understand this process, it is helpful to refer to Deleuze and Guattari’s distinction between
striated space and smooth space. Striated space represents the homogeneous and therefore
normative understanding of space, which falls under the authority of the state apparatus. Various
walls, enclosures, roads, and borders guarantee a sedentary way of life in which a fixed vertical
ruling prevails. On the opposite end, the smooth space promotes a nomadic understanding of
space where a multiplicity of points offers a wide-array of possible paths. Following an
undetermined trajectory, nomadic subjects allow themselves deviations that lead them from
connection to connection. For Deleuze and Guattari, the striated quality of a space can become
smooth and vice versa. It depends on the perspective adopted by subjects who either embrace the
homogeneous or the heterogeneous. For example, the two philosophers consider that a stroll
taken by Henry Miller in Clichy or Brooklyn consists of a “nomadic transit in a smooth place,”
given the various detours, patchworks, and numerous spatio-temporal layers that he uncovers
(482). Like Miller, the authors of my corpus embrace nomadism in a way that is able to turn the
striated spaces that they initially escape because of their oppressive character into smooth ones in
which minorities may find better living conditions. Beyond its performative aspect, it is
important to insist on the fact that the metaphor of the nomad that Braidotti develops and that I
use in my analysis takes into account the material conditions of the authors and the
disenfranchised subjects with whom they interact. Rather than an empty figure of speech that
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does not account for reality, a metaphor takes on the contrary reality as a departure and offers a
new perspective that may inspire hope and change. As Braidotti puts it, the metaphor of
nomadism does not represent “fluidity without borders, but rather an acute awareness of the
nonfixity of boundaries” (66). It reveals the ways in which subjects live their lives symbolically
and that the communities they rely on are imaginary constructions that they can rethink.

Resisting the Idealization of Queer and Nomadism
The fact that queer subjects’ experiences of exclusion or alienation make them more
attuned to the symbolic and imaginary values that sustain social narratives of self and collectives,
and thus more inclined to nomadic lifestyle, does not mean that it is non-normative sexual
subjects’ obligation or responsibility to be nomads, or to promote what Sara Ahmed calls a
politics of disorientation. In the conclusion of her essay Queer Phenomenology (2006), which
focuses on the importance of orientation as an organized feature that shapes bodies and
identities, Ahmed advocates for the potential benefit to involve disorientation in queer politics
but “without legislating disorientation as a politics” (158). According to her, a long-term
commitment to disorientation may be too difficult materially, psychologically, or both, even for
subjects who already feel out of place. Furthermore, she asserts that is not up to queers to
disorientate straights, the same way that it is not racialized subjects’ role to educate racist people.
However, she suggests that the disorientation of straight or normative subjects may ensue from
the disorientating experiments of minorities. The disorientation in politics should therefore be an
effect or a consequence rather than political goal in itself. It should derive from the way subjects
engage with politics which itself derives from the way they live (177). I believe that this
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approach to politics offers a satisfying response to the issue raised by Mari Ruti on the reluctance
of certain people to be included in queer politics. The queer aspect of a mobilization has indeed
less to do with a prior condition about sexual non-normativity that it has with the disorienting
effects that emerge through the acts of resistance against normativity. Considering queerness or
disorientation as an effect rather than a finality provides an opportunity to rethink the ways
subjects may orient themselves individually and collectively. Orientation does not emerge from a
specific program to implement but rather questions the idea of a social contract itself which, in
order to remain inclusive, needs to be open to deviation. It is also what Perreau tends toward in
his elaboration of a queer sense of belonging. His notion of community relies on a constant
critical reexamination of the subjects' experiences and practices, which allows minorities to
reconnect and form alliances beyond partisanship (148). Criticizing Maurice Blanchot’s
“communauté inavouable18” which, by positing community as unattainable and as a constant
receding horizon, weakens the already precarious sense of belonging of minorities, Perreau
advocates for a critical return to subjects’ experienced events. It constitutes, I argue, an
application of what Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick calls a reparative reading on the already existing
script that is social life.
While the act of repairing or re-examining mainly focuses on a rehabilitation of
individual subjects into a collective sense of belonging, it seems equally important to interrogate
the ways in which the communal modes of organization can preserve the singular or queer aspect
of one’s own subjectivity. The philosophers Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri address through
their concept of “multitude” this problematic articulation between singularity and collectivity.
They assert their skepticism toward the idea of community, which, according to them, defends a
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moral unity that takes precedence over the subjects and their interactions, thus acting like a
sovereign power. Instead of aiming at the community whose potential outcome may be the
dilution of singularities, the multitude favors the common, which specifically derives from the
communication among singularities (204). In a similar fashion to Lionnet and Shih, they explain
that this commonality has expanded with the globalization of the world, especially with the rise
of immaterial labor, which increased the production of communication, affective relationships,
and knowledge. Following Marx’s suggestion that one’s mode of understanding must be fitted to
the contemporary social world, Hardt and Negri assert that the multitude corresponds to the new
form that the working-class has taken in a postmodern context. They further elaborate that this
new apprehension of collectivity results itself from the emergence of a new kind of subjectivity
that has replaced the usual couple identity/difference by the complementary couple
commonality/singularity. While subjects used to maintain the integrity of their identity through
the establishment of difference, their experience of commonality leads them to the realization
that everyone is singular. It is by following this logic that Hardt and Negri consider that the
singular is the common social and political capacity of the multitude. The fact that they insist on
the use of multitude as singular rather than as multitudes, plural, attest to their desire to prevent
any attempt from a new identity to rule over others (222). The multitude is one but contains
plurality and most of all is always in a state of becoming since its existence does not rely on an
identity with prescriptive criteria but on the ongoing production of the common.
Even though Hardt and Negri refer to this process as belonging to the later phase of
globalization, they mainly connect the rise of commonality with mobility. For example, they
suggest that the crossing of geographical barriers of the migrant undermine such boundaries and
help construct the general commonality of the multitude (134). Without denying the influence of
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post-industrialism on the increase of mobility and the production of the common at a larger scale,
I argue that such a dynamic has been operating beyond this particular historical time and this
economical frame. While, in order to be faithful to Hard and Negri’s concept, I analyze multitude
in my chapter on Virginie Despentes in relation to the 2010s anti-austerity movements, I also
demonstrate in the other chapters of my dissertation that the impact of colonization and
decolonization was significant in people’s mobility and the development of a shared-sense of
belonging. I believe that as form of collectivity which rejects the exclusionary tendency of
identity in favor of singularity, multitude offers a relevant alternative for all the authors of my
corpus who, while feeling at odds with the limitations of the homosexual category and identity
politics, do not want their non-normative sexuality to be ignored or silenced. Even though their
political action cannot be reduced to their queerness, they consider it a factor that plays a
significant part in the way they interact with the groups they collaborate with. As I have
suggested earlier in my reference to Butler’s work, queer takes here both the sense of sexually
non-conforming to heterosexuality and of socially non-conforming to a given, which provides a
collective with a considerable potential for expansion. However, as soon as the collectives show
signs of crystallization around an identity or a norm that compromise the respect of singularity,
the authors or the characters they depict in their texts usually decide to disengage and seek new
alliances.
The potential that I recognize in queer authors to contribute to an understanding and
production of a political collective more inclusive and therefore better suited to resist a
dominating order, does not ignore the risk that Kadji Amin has identified in his essay, Disturbing
Attachment (2017), as an idealization of queerness. In response to the blinded valorization of
deviance which, according to him, has prevailed in queer theory, Amin underlines the necessity
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to “deexeceptionalize” queerness in order to reveal its ties with power and normativity. He does
so by focusing on the emblematic and celebrated figure of the outlaw that is Genet and his modes
of attachment such as pederastic kinship, racial fetishism, nostalgia for prison, and fantasies of
queer terrorism (13). Amin particularly insists on the notion of pederasty which as an agestructured male same-sex form originating from Ancient Greece has persisted, according to him,
in modern times. The issue with such an attachment, that he qualifies, as in the title of his essay,
as “disturbing,” or later in the text as “unsavory and outdated,” is the systemic inegalitarianism it
produces, with the older partner having more power than the younger one. In the case of Genet
as in many other authors, it is possible to add, among the factors contributing to such a power
imbalance, racial difference and social class. The picture then created is the one of the white
older man from a Western country with a certain economic capital engaging in relationships with
a young man, or more shockingly with a boy, of color who is from an underdeveloped country
and lives in precarity. This convincing effort of deidealization attempted by Amin to challenge
the presupposed good and progressist intentions of queer subjects is crucial in queer theory.
However, if I agree with his incitation to explore the power relations at stake in queerness, I find
his overall thesis problematic for its tendency to interpret these relations along one unilateral
direction that fixes one subject into the role of the dominant and the other in the one of the
dominated. Furthermore, Amin’s insistence on “unease,” or “scholarly nausea,” on Genet’s
attachment confers to his text a certain moralistic tone that sometimes reduces Genet as a
sexually motivated activist and an abuser, and the men or groups of men with whom he
interacted as gullible and abused victims. Such a strategy not only obscures Genet’s genuine
support to political causes serving disenfranchised people but also and most of all the agency and
power that the “dominated” can exert. Despite the systemic aspect of an inequality, it is
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necessary to analyze relations of power dynamically and in all their complexity, which Amin
ultimately ends up doing in his essay. For instance, the Black Panthers and the Palestinian
fighters both display significant power that influence in return Genet’s perception of these
groups. Beyond Genet’s case, one of the goals of my chapter on Taïa is to uncover the agency of
a racialized queer subject even in situations that seem at first detrimental to them.
Rather than considering the alliances between the queer authors I analyze and other
subjects as disturbing, I prefer to view them, like Pierre Bourdieu, as ambiguous. In “Espace
social et genèse des ‘classes’” (1984), Bourdieu explains the emergence of ambiguity from the
fact that, even though intellectuals and other minor subjects like industrial workers occupy a
similar dominated position in the social space, the former benefit nonetheless from a cultural
capital that confer to them a greater form of power than the latter. That is why the sociologist
calls intellectuals the dominated agents among the dominant who, as cultural producers, help the
dominated to question the scripted aspect of reality in order to shape new representations that
better defend minorities’ interests (9). Bourdieu’s model acknowledges the privileged position of
the intellectual without undermining their support and their belonging to the disenfranchised.
Their contact with the dominant represents a risk of alignment with the social norm as much as it
represents an opportunity for the dominated to get better leverage and weight on the politics. In
Les Damnés de la Terre (1961), Frantz Fanon addresses as well the ambivalent role of the
intellectual and invites them to give up on the individual social privilege they may have gotten or
have been promised in order to reconnect with their people (49). The intellectual must not speak
on behalf of the people and fall into the trap of populism, but instead, immerse themselves into
the collective and participate to the elaboration of theories and instruments of representation that
reflect people’s sovereignty.
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As non-hierarchical and non-prescriptive concepts respectful of subjects’ singularities,
Braidotti’s nomadic project or Hardt and Negri’s multitude seem particularly adequate to sustain
internal contradictions and negotiations between unconscious desires and conscious political
choices. However, Etienne Balibar is right to assert that the anti-systemic principles of a
collective do not necessarily lead to progressist or emancipatory politics. According to him, the
power of the masses praised in the multitude can be as destructive as it can be constructive. In
order to overcome this ambivalence, Balibar seeks to develop a “politique de la civilité,” or
politics of civility, which consists of political interventions that intend to prevent or interrupt a
process that produces violence. Violence, the philosopher argues, destroys the very possibility of
politics. That is why it is by taking into account the destructive power of violence, including the
revolutionary one, that society can truly change. Such reflections lead me back to the notion of
queer antisociality whose negativity may lean toward the promotion of violence and destruction.
These inclinations are often responses to the primary violence of normative society. The bringing
into consciousness of violent unconscious desires attempted by the scholars of the antisocial
thesis is crucial but should not contribute to collective and political disengagement. Each of the
authors studied in this dissertation acknowledges and displays unquestionably violent feelings
and sometimes acts at the individual level, which impacts on their perception of social
mobilization. However, rather than descending into a politics of destruction, their indignation
triggers a process that gives them the opportunity to turn raw negativity into conscious political
choices that offer alternatives to the cycle of violence expressed at the individual level.

*

*

*
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In order to respect the specific social and historical contexts in which the authors have
lived and engaged in political mobilizations, my dissertation devotes a chapter to each one of
them and follows a chronological order that allows me to further examine the evolution taken by
minority politics from the late 1960s to today19.
In chapter one, I analyze Genet’s perception of himself as a “stranger,” which
subsequently led him to live his life as an adventurer taking his distance not only with France, his
home-country, but also with its bourgeois morality. As defined by the philosopher Vladimir
Jankélévitch, the adventurer favors mobility as way to exert his agency and freedom toward his
own destiny. Rather than obeying sexual and social conventions, Genet embraces the role of
disturbing agent that he develops in reality and in fiction. I will specifically explore the
permeability between these two levels in the autofictional novel Journal du voleur. While
Georges Bataille’s La littérature et le mal (1957) argues that in remaining embedded in the
principles of oppositions (me vs others), Genet reveals in this novel his antirelational position
toward society, Didier Eribon’s Pour une morale du minoritaire (2001) considers this prideful
attitude from a marginalized subject a necessary step toward self-affirmation, and I would add,
social and political commitment. In associating his displacements to his alienated identity,
Genet’s nomadism and homelessness contributed first to his development as a queer subject and
subsequently to his alliance with movements such as the Black Panthers or the Palestine
Liberation Organization. Consistent with his position of adventurer, Genet finds himself caught
in between his desire to commit with the minority groups that he supports and his desire to
preserve the integrity of his self. I will explore these fluctuations between singularity and
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collectivity in articles and interviews from L’ennemi déclaré (1991), and Un captif amoureux
(1986), his latest book dedicated to the Palestinians and the Black Panthers.
Unlike Genet who, despite his open homosexuality, has always been reluctant to its
politicization, Hocquenghem, whom I study in this second chapter, directly reflects on the ways
to implement a form of gay activism in France. While FHAR, Front Homosexuel d’Action
Révolutionnaire, created in 1972, openly places homosexuality at the heart of the public debate,
the group simultaneously seeks to transcend this sexual category that does not fit with the
undeterminacy and polymorphous quality of desire. That is why Hocquenghem favors the term
movement over group in order to describe FHAR’s tendency to resist any form of identity and
fixation, which often lead to the development of inequality, with one identity-group dominating
another. Rather than aiming at homosexuals’ integration to civil society, Hocquenghem praises
their capacity to disintegrate the structures of the heterosexual family on which such a society
relies. This questioning of homosexuals’ social belonging leads them to express solidarity with
other alienated subjects such as immigrant workers, in particular Arab workers. Mixing political
issues with sexual desire, this minority alliance produced forms of exoticism and racism that
Hocquenghem intends to overcome by promoting an ethics of métissage. Following
Halberstam’s insights on the potential of homosexuals to queer time and space, I interrogate
Hocquenghem’s advocacy for travels and transnational belonging in comparison with the rise of
gay tourism in the 1970s. Without denying the ways in which fluidity and mobility led
homosexuals to participate in the individualistic and capitalist turn of society, Hocquenghem
persists in considering these values as simultaneously contributing to what Muñoz has qualified
as queer utopianism.
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In chapter three, I explore the gender implications at stake in the ways escape operates in
the work of Despentes, the only female writer from my corpus. In translating, Despentes’ first
novel Baise-moi (1993) as “Fuck me” and by extension as “Fuck Off”, Bourcier emphasizes the
antirelational position of the two female protagonists who as objects of desire turn into subjects
of abjection throughout their murderous road trip. More than escaping the police, their road trip
represents an attempt to flee the patriarchal order and the absence of destination constitutes the
proof that nothing beyond sexual and economic violence is ever possible. By contrast, Despentes
envisions in King Kong Théorie (2006) the emergence of a collective movement gathering every
subject who feels at odd with the gender and sexual norms defined by society. Despentes
attributes to her becoming lesbian this shift from antisocial and individual nihilism to collective
mobilization. In referring to Monique Wittig's La Pensée Straight (1992), I will show how
lesbianism constitutes an escape from the subjected position she experienced as a woman caught
up in heteronormativity. In Apocalypse Bébé (2011), Despentes fictionalizes and associates such
a dynamic with mobility. In this novel, the two female characters' displacements from Paris to its
suburbs and from France to Barcelona, lead them to question their sexuality and subsequently
their position in society. The form of relationality that Despentes first experimented through
lesbianism and that I approach as a queer version of Hardt and Negri’s concept of multitude,
becomes especially salient in her latest work Vernon Subutex (2015-2017). In this novel,
structured in three volumes, Despentes depicts the emergence of a marginal collective,
reminiscent of the anti-austerity movements such as the Indignados in Spain and Nuit Debout in
France, where disenfranchised subjects gather to overcome the vicious circle of precarity that
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feeds on what Lauren Berlant coined as “cruel optimism,” i.e. hope for a better future that relies
on desires that actually prevent one’s flourishing and can never be realized20
Taking into account postcolonial issues along with sexual marginality from a nonWestern perspective, my chapter on Taïa focuses on his relations with social and political groups
in the Arab World21. Acknowledging his immigration to Europe as a necessity for him to develop
an aesthetic of existence that recognizes his homosexuality as part of his subjectivity, I argue that
Taïa’s departure gave him the possibility to better dialogue and relate to his Moroccan and Arab
origins. The melancholia that he developed through migration led him to become one of the most
prominent activists for gay rights, as exemplified in his text “L’homosexualité expliquée à ma
mère,” as well as for political and social change during the Arab Spring in 2011. If, according to
Hardt and Negri, migrants contribute to expand the multitude, I nonetheless question to what
extent Taïa's engagement can represent an actual return and a reconnection with the crowds that
marched in the streets of the countries that rebelled against their regime. Highlighting the
evolution from Taïa’s queer characters in Le jour du roi (2010) who are able to observe crowds
critically, though from a distance, to his post Arab Spring novel Infidèles (2013) in which
marginalized characters no longer are external observers but willing to take part in collective
resistance, I argue that his writing constitutes a performative return to his home-country that can
open a path for the Arab World to become more inclusive of marginal voices.
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Spring, expands beyond Morocco, his home-country.
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CHAPTER 1: FLUCTUATIONS IN SPACE, IDENTITY, AND POLITICS: JEAN
GENET AS A QUEER ADVENTURER

The choice of Jean Genet as the first author in my exploration of the correlation between
homosexuality and antisociality seems to be an obvious if not natural one, given the reputation as
a rebel that he earned throughout the years. His entrance onto the literary scene itself has a
connection with scandal and illegality. Genet had started writing at a young age in prison, where
he had been held multiple times for minor infractions such as vagrancy or petty theft. This
activity, which initially helped him to mentally escape the four walls of his cell by expressing the
darkest and deepest thoughts fueling his fantasies, eventually led to his actual liberation.
Depicting his life or the ones of those living in the margins of society in a literary style that
equally matches the raw and violent environment these individuals experienced, Genet’s texts
impressed Jean Cocteau, one of the most influential authors of the 1940s. After reading NotreDame-des-Fleurs, Cocteau spoke of a “bombe Genet,” to describe the shock he experienced with
this novel which repulsed as much as it amazed him. In July 1943, at a trial in which, due to the
repetition of thefts of books, Genet risked a life-time sentence, Cocteau advocated for the
clemency of the judge for a defendant that he compared with Arthur Rimbaud and described as
the greatest author of modern time. In the end, Genet was acquitted, ending a thirteen-year offand-on stint in prison, during which time he nevertheless managed to complete some of his
greatest works.
If Genet put his prison life behind him, the literary fame that he acquired remained deeply
attached to his tumultuous past. Beyond the themes that he covers in his texts, such as
homosexuality, prostitution, or criminality, it is the critical study conducted by Jean-Paul Sartre
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that contributed to his image as a radical outlaw. As a prominent figure of the intellectual in the
postwar sphere, Sartre secured for Genet a place as an author among the literary canon in his
extensive Saint-Genet, comédien et martyr (1952), but at the price of a certain stigma for the man
behind the pen. In the continuity of what he attempted to achieve with Charles Baudelaire, Sartre
conceives his essay like a psychological portrait that would help to elucidate the writer’s literary
productions. Starting with Genet's childhood, he advances the idea that it is because adults
considered him a thief from an early age that he ended up identifying as one and slowly turned
himself into a stranger (Saint 48). Faithful to his existentialist philosophy, Sartre's analysis does
not emphasize what this sentence, in the judiciary sense, did to Genet's being but rather what
Genet did to his existence because of the judgment he received from adults. In other words,
Sartre argues that Genet deliberately chose to embody the role of thief and embark on what the
philosopher describes as “le pire” or “le voyage au bout du malheur” (63).
While this diagnosis is certainly insightful in explaining the author’s embrace of
negativity and antisocial behavior, I cannot help but to notice how Sartre’s critical gaze
reproduces the unilateral judgement that adults made on the young Genet and that had impacted
him greatly. Supporting such an interpretation, David Halperin reminds us in his wittingly titled
Saint Foucault (1995) that Genet did not react well to the publishing of Sartre’s essay (134). In
an April 1964 interview with Playboy magazine, Genet evokes the psychological deterioration
that he suffered after having read what he considers an unceremonious stripping of himself. Even
though he acknowledges that he is himself not afraid to uncover the bare reality of his desires
and fantasies in his own writing, he explains that he simultaneously disguises himself with
words, attitudes, and choices that confer to him a certain mythical and magical aspect. Deprived
of such an agency, having been critiqued in this way by someone other than him, Genet admits

31

having remained in an awful state for about six years. In addition to the violence of his critical
strategy, I believe that Sartre’s main focus on the act of stealing is problematically reductive
when he claims: “le fait qu'il est désigné voleur perturbe tous les autres noms qui pourraient se
rattacher à Genet” (54). Too eager to tie Genet’s literary figure as a thief, like the narrator of
Journal du voleur (1949), with his actual personal trajectory, the philosopher dismisses the
complexity of human life and the creative work of the author, by omitting other designations
according to which Genet has shaped his social existence and his literary image. The other
designation that I propose to rehabilitate in this chapter is that of “étranger” or “stranger.” Unlike
the “thief” whose symbolical travel could only lead to misfortune (“voyage au bout du
malheur”), I seek to show how the “stranger” that Genet perceived in himself led him to embark
for actual travels, which helped him to channel his negative feelings by entering in solidarity
with disenfranchised groups rebelling against national and colonial powers.
Before exploring these displacements, it is necessary to return to the moment when Genet
experienced himself as a stranger. In his 1975 interview with Hubert Fichte22, the author dates
this feeling back from early childhood when he wrote a composition about his house in
elementary school. When the teacher read out loud Genet's text that he considered the best of the
class, the rest of the pupils started to laugh at their classmate objecting that it was not his house
since he was a foundling. Genet describes the radical turning point that this public humiliation
had on him, associating the exclusion that he suffered from his classmates with the idea that he
did not belong to the village of Alligny-en-Morvan where he grew up nor to France. In doing so,
the author conflates through his position of “étranger” the two terms “stranger” and “foreigner”:
“j’ai su très jeune que je n’étais pas français, que je n’appartenais pas au village” (ED 149). It is
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interesting to note that while the label of “thief” favored by Sartre was attributed by adults to a
child, the one of “étranger” derives from a more horizontal judgment, with children alienating
another one. This rejection from the community is, according to Genet, at the origin of his
hostility toward France: “J’étais immédiatement tellement étranger, oh! Le mot n’est pas fort,
haïr la France, c’est rien, il faudrait plus que haïr, plus que vomir la France” (149). The emphasis
on immediacy translates the performative effect that the denial of a home generated in Genet. It
further led to his aspiration for the abject, which can offer him the opportunity to turn the burden
of social condemnation into a liberatory choice. His desire to find a feeling that exceeds hatred
and commit an act that exceeds regurgitation, illustrates the fact that hating France still ties him
to his home country considerably. Instead of allowing this hatred and the feeling of being a
stranger in one’s own home subdue him, Genet decided to embrace his status of ‘foreigner’ and
the mobility it offers to redefine himself and his sociality. More than just conflating the two
meanings of “étranger,” stranger and foreigner, he establishes a cause/consequence relationship
between these two terms.
While Genet’ belonging to “la patrie” is initially undermined because of his improper
lineage as a foundling, it is important to consider that the French State was at the same time
closely monitoring him due to his status as a ward of the nation. Rejecting the ready-made path
that the welfare state had designed for him, Genet, I argue, chose to live his life like an
adventure, in the sense characterized by Vladimir Jankelevitch in L’aventure, l’ennui, le sérieux
(1976). According to Jankelevitch, the adventure consists of a lifestyle turned toward the future,
a temporality that represents a horizon of indeterminacy and therefore of possibilities for a
subject to exert his freedom. The adventure favors the openness of “destinée” which gives
meaning to arbitrary oddities rather than the “destin” which rejects them (33). In contrast with
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the closure of “destin” that the State had determined in order to turn him into a good productive
citizen, Genet opts for a destiny that will never capture his subjectivity into an identity or a stable
position. More than simply the future, the time of the adventure, Jankelevitch specifies, is the
time of near and immediate future. In other words, the adventurer does not contemplate an
idealized future, an end, but rather lives his present life according to a sense of futurity, that
maintains him in a constant state of process: “C’est un commencement qui ne cesse de
commencer, une continuation de recommencement au cours de laquelle la nouveauté germe et
surgit à chaque pas” (12). The subjective instability generated by the continuous beginning
constitutes an opportunity to disidentify with dominant discourses and forms of kinship and
instead create new connections and alliances. That is why throughout this chapter, my focus will
center on Genet’s relations, as an individual subject, an “I,” with the collectives that he interacted
with. I will show how by fluctuating across various kinds of “We,” the “I” as a subject in transit
elaborates forms of interconnectedness that resist hegemonic tendencies.
In the first part, I will demonstrate how, in subverting the social order with his lifestyle,
the adventurer not only faces the risk of isolation but also of repression. Rather than theft, it is
the multiple times Genet ran away as a child that led to his profiling as a delinquent and his
incarceration in the colony of Mettray. While his subsequent enrollment in the army somewhat
suggests a form of social integration, Genet never fully identified as a proper soldier and rather
took advantage of the fact that his enlistment allowed him to travel. Moreover, instead of
reinforcing his belonging to the French nation, his stay in the Middle East marks the beginning
of his attachment to colonized populations. Following Leo Bersani who argues in Homos (1996)
that redefinition of sociality might require “provisional withdrawal from relationality itself,” I
will show how after leaving the army, Genet breaks his already limited attachment with society
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by embarking on what I consider a quest of disidentification. If I devote a significant part to the
articulation of homosexuality with betrayal and abjection in Genet’s attempt to withdraw from
society, my decision to focus on Journal du voleur (1949) instead of Pompes funèbres (1948),
the novel analyzed in Homos, leads me to nuance Bersani’s conclusion on the author’s radical
antirelational stance. Instead of considering Genet’s embrace of the outlaw lifestyle as an end, I
argue that it represents a necessary step for him to refuse the normative expectations of society
and elaborate what Didier Eribon calls a “minority ethics.” His defiance towards the imperative
of being a good citizen or a citizen at all, derives from his opposition to State violence rather
than from an absolute rejection of any form of social attachment.
Working on Journal du voleur further allows me to frame Genet’s disengagement
spatially from society, since in this autofictional text, the narrator alienates himself by way of
nomadism. Rosi Braidotti operates a similar correlation by arguing that the nomadic subject
enters a process of defamiliarization that originates from an increase of self-reflexivity enabling
him to metamorphose: “A new critical distance is established between oneself and one’s home
grounds – a sense of estrangement that is not painless, but rich in ethical rewards and increased
understanding” (16). Such an observation corresponds well with the narrator of the Journal who
through his journey across Spain comes to understand the ways in which the socially dominant
discourse determines what is on the side of good or evil, pride or shame, strength or weakness. In
reaction to the hierarchical order established by the dominant discourse, Genet elaborates a
minority point of view that reveals that the two terms of a dichotomy are not just opposite but
also interchangeable. The use of a dominant language, such as French, especially in its literary
form, by a minority subject is reminiscent of Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of “minor
literature” which promotes the idea of deterritorialization, a disruption of the representational
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system conferring stable meanings and order between categories of things and people. Genet's
Journal as a minor literature seeks to rehabilitate practices and individuals considered shameful,
evil, or abject by attributing to them aesthetic and moral values. Deleuze and Guattari further
specify that minor literature’s ability to reveal new forms of awareness and sensitivity gives to
such a literature a political content that can translate into the production of an active solidarity
among minorities. Such a phenomenon, that Didier Eribon observes with Genet’s texts and
qualifies as the development of a minority ethics, contradicts George Bataille’s reading of Genet
in La littérature et le mal (1957). In conformity with the title of his essay, Bataille asserts that
Genet is an advocate of evil for evil who only writes for his own cruel pleasure, and does so by
using other invidividuals, including the readers, as objects of laughter rather than as subjects with
whom he could communicate. I argue instead, along with Eribon, that this interpretation
problematically fails at acknowledging the fact that Genet treats differently subjects complying
with the normative bourgeois lifestyle and those who deviate from it. While the former is the
target of his contempt, he demonstrates for the latter a desire to celebrate them by giving them,
as an author, a proper place in the collective imaginary. Through my analysis of Journal du
voleur, I will show how Genet stages his embrace of a political role through poetic and literary
practice.
In the second part of the chapter, I study how Genet’s political inclinations in the Journal
further materialized in his commitment with the Black Panthers and with the Palestinian
Liberation Organization (PLO). In Disturbing Attachments (2017), Kadji Amin turns Victoria
Hesford’s term “landscape of female revolt” into “landscape of queer revolt” in order to describe
how Genet’s queerness, like feminism, can generate alignments of diverse social and political
groups based on corresponding if not equivalent social exclusions (158). More than just sexual,
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queerness consists of the rejection of stable identity categories, and in the case of Genet, of
territorial property and nationalism. His connection with the Black Panthers and the Palestinians
relies on a shared landlessness23 and an opposition to state violence that keep open new ways of
becoming. Even though the defamiliarization operated by Genet through his nomadic way of life
facilitated his political commitment, I will problematize his inclusion to such groups in my
analysis of his articles gathered in L'ennemi déclaré (1991) and his posthumous work Un captif
amoureux (1986), devoted to his activism beside the Palestinians and the Back Panthers.
Jankelevitch’s concept of the adventurer is helpful again to analyze Genet’s peculiar position.
For an adventure to be adventurous, Jankelevitch explains that it needs to oscillate between game
and seriousness. An adventure without game becomes a tragedy whereas an adventure without
seriousness becomes ludicrous. From this definition ensues the in-between position of the
adventurer who acts as an agent inside an adventure that modifies his destiny while remaining
detached, the way an actor would on the stage of a drama. Jankelevitch overcomes the spatial
and logical impossibility of being simultaneously inside and outside by suggesting that the
adventurer’s position is on the threshold, thus allowing him to alternatively go inside and outside
(15). Even though Genet elaborated queer forms of affiliations with collectives such as the Black
Panthers and the Palestinians, he never fully includes himself nor is he fully included in these
groups. Despite his faith in their struggle, Genet confesses in his interview with Fichte that his
commitment represents a sort of game as well. Far from considering this remark as a form of
cynicism, I argue that it translates the author’s suspicion toward the seriousness of politics that
could lead to the dissolution of the “I” into the “We” of ideology. Genet's attraction to the Black
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Panthers and the Palestinians specifically relies on the fact that the “We” of these groups is in a
process of becoming rather than a stable entity with well-defined criteria of belonging. Even
though their actions are serious, they remain nonetheless a game where players never cease to be
players instead of becoming winners. The resistance to the groups' institutionalization, which
would correspond to a state of victory, to an access of a form of power, constitutes for Genet the
sine qua non condition that determines his support because of its potential to oppose state
violence such as colonialism and racism and redefine political practices from the point of view of
the disenfranchised, of the losers.

Part 1: Genet’s Vagrancies in the South: A Journey Toward Negativity

From Escape Artist to the Colonizer's Janissary
Whether it is Edmund White in his canonical biography or Caroline Daviron and Jérôme
Neutres in their respective essays, specialists of Genet underline his early attraction to travels
and specifically in the South24. Attributing this desire to the fact that the young Genet was an
avid reader, Daviron focuses on two books which, as best-sellers, could have particularly exerted
a strong influence on him: Le Tour de la France par deux enfants (1877) and Sans famille
(1878). The first one depicts the adventures of two young orphans, André and Julien Volden,
who leave the French region of Lorraine and travel to Marseille in order to visit their uncle,
while the second tells the story of Rémi, a foundling who wanders along the roads of France with
his companion Vitalis. Daviron establishes a parallel between these novels about children with
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disrupted lineage and Genet’s own childhood. André, Julien, Rémi and Vitalis opt for an
itinerant way of life that transcends their initial precarious situation. Similarly, Genet resisted the
narrow path that the State had envisioned for him. Even though his excellent results at school
and intellectual potential led to his admission to the École d'Alembert, one the best educational
centers run by Public Welfare, the young boy's future, as a ward of the nation, was limited to the
apprenticeship of woodworking or printing (Daviron 34). Two weeks after his arrival at the
school in the fall of 1924, Genet ran away for the first time by taking the train to Marseille, then
to Nice. When asked about the reason for his escape, he supposedly replied to the psychiatrists
who presumed that he was unhappy: “On ne s’en va pas toujours parce qu’on est mal mais parce
qu’on rêve d’autre chose.25” The distinction that he makes between unhappiness and
dissatisfaction reveals the ambition of the young boy who interprets his escape as a movement
toward an adventurous futurity rather than an empty gesture leading to nowhere.
The fact that Genet decided to run away by taking the direction of the South instead of
trying to return home to his foster family further translates his understanding of the strong
connection between nation and lineage during the Third Republic in France, which produced a
feeling of estrangement from the patrie for subjects without a proper family (Amin 127).
However, it would be wrong to assume that the exclusion of foundlings from the national
belonging equates disinterest or lack of control from the State. On the contrary, the precarious
status of such subjects generates an attentive surveillance from the State, which, as their
guardian, seeks to rehabilitate them as proper citizens. That is why, according to this system,
Genet's escape from the Ecole d'Alembert corresponds to a form of insubordination, and his
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travel to a form of vagrancy. Based on Daviron's accounts, between November 1924 and
September 1926, Genet ran away no less than ten times. Seven days after being arrested for his
first escape, he managed to return to Nice, where he was apprehended. A month later, he ran
away again. The day following his arrest in Grasse, Genet once more escaped the authorities. In
December 1924, Public Welfare finally found him a position as an assistant to Jean-Baptiste de
Bruxueil, a blind music composer established in Paris. Less than a year after, de Bruxueil caught
Genet stealing money from him and decided to end his contract. As a consequence, the young
boy was admitted to the psychiatric service of Saint-Anne before ending up at the neuropsychiatric Institute of Paris.
Far from being uncommon, these psychiatric internments reflect the State's tendency to
avoid responsibilities by justifying its wards' misbehaviors because of their mental illness.
Edmund White further notices how, starting from the very first report of escape on Genet, the
administration uses scientific descriptions as a way of control over its ward: “These
anthropometric reports disguise oppression as data, and invade and colonize the private self with
measurements that invent and control the very sites they purport to classify. After parcelling out
the body and behavior into the numerous elements, the classificatory system reorganizes them
into a proper 'subject' for criminology” (41). Through this dehumanizing process, the young boy
is no longer Jean Genet but the matriculated pupil 192-102 who presents signs of “débilité
mentale” or “faiblesse d'esprit très apparente” (Daviron 51). Some of the accounts do not neglect
mentioning also his pale complexion and his “allure efféminée26” (42). Under scrutiny, Genet
becomes a case study whose gender and sexual deviance, as White underlines, participate in his
profiling as a delinquent, a “criminal-in-the-making.” The criminalization of Genet by the State
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reached a decisive step after several other escapes in 1926. Each time, the young boy traveled
without paying train tickets. These infractions, added to his vagrancy, led to his incarceration for
three months at the jail of La Petite Roquette in March 1926. This stay in prison did not alter
Genet's behavior. He ran away again three times from his various placements before his
admission to the penal colony of Mettray put a decisive stop to his escapes. A letter dated from
January 7, 1929 explicitly depicts Genet as an escape artist to justify his incarceration in Mettray
in September 1926.
Created in 1840 as an innovative rehabilitation center for young delinquents, Mettray
presented itself as different from the conventional penitentiary system by keeping problematic
youth far from the cities and training them until their majority for manual jobs such as farmer,
carpenter, stone carver and so on. In the “Language de la muraille,” a film script written about
Mettray, Genet asserts that the institution actually had a more “secret” purpose, which consisted
of turning youth into cheap workforce in order to reinforce the contingent of colonizers in the
French Empire27. As an incentive to participate in the colonial enterprise, the inmates deciding to
join the army were allowed to leave Mettray at 18 years old instead of 21, the age of majority at
that time. Suffering from the brutal conditions of detention that he would later describe in the
semi-autobiographical novel Miracle de la rose (1946), Genet seizes such an opportunity and in
March 1929 joins the second regiment of engineering based in Montpellier before entering in
May of the same year, the 7th regiment of engineering in Avignon where his skills grant him the
promotion to Corporal. In the Journal, Genet describes his arrival in the army as his first
experience of inclusion within a group: “je connus enfin la douceur d'être accueilli par les
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hommes” (50). While admitting that the dignity of the uniform conferred upon him a moment of
peace, he does not perceive his status as soldier as a form of social rehabilitation, since he
considers that the Army, rather than belonging to society is “à côté,” alongside it. Soldiers
develop a form of sociality, in which they obey codes of honor and hierarchies that differ from
the norms established for regular citizen. That is why the Army attracts people who can be at
odds with society’s demands. Instead of constituting a rupture in Genet's process of exclusion,
his military career goes along with his apprentissage of marginal sociality.
Furthermore, Genet’s enrollment in the Army constitutes less a desire to find social
stability than a desire to travel and live an adventurous life. Asking to join the colonial Army, he
arrives first in Lebanon and then in Syria under the command of general Henri Eugène Gouraud,
second in command of Hubert Lyautey, the general resident of Morocco and future Maréchal of
France. Recalling his early experience in the Middle East at the end of Un captif amoureux
(1986), Genet associates Damascus with the following three words: “[e]xotisme, liberté, armée”
(449). He first insists on the freedom represented by his departure from Mettray where his status
of “colon” (inmate) only characterized his submission to the State. In Syria, he has become a
very different kind of “colon,” one who as a colonialist stands on the side of winners. However,
Genet does not fully identify with such a term and prefers to qualify himself as a “janissaire du
colon” in reference to the infantry soldiers who were recruited among the people subjected by
the Ottoman Empire in the 14th and 15th century (CA 449). This position of oppressed oppressor
reveals how, as a former inmate of a correctional center, he did not forget that his freedom was
not only partial but also contingent on his compliance with the French State. Furthermore, it
specifies how Genet was able to observe the colonial system from both sides. On one hand, he
embodies a position of power as a colonialist, but on the other, he belongs to the same social
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class as the native population. The permeability of the categories oppressor and oppressed that
Genet experiences challenges his perception of the colonial project which legitimizes the
exploitation of men by other men thanks to well-defined dichotomies. According to Daviron,
Genet refused, for example, to follow the order that general Gouraud had given to his soldiers of
walking on the sidewalk in threes in order to force the local population of Damascus to give way
to them (73). Rather than exerting his authority over the Syrians, he sought instead their
company, learning their language and playing cards with them until dawn before going back to
his duties of soldier. He also mentions how he fell in love with a young Syrian barber who
introduced him to his family. Genet depicts how he felt comfortable and well accepted in this
environment that he even qualified as a “paradis” (450). However, as Jérôme Neutres astutely
underlines in reference to the title of the essay Un captif amoureux, no matter how much in love
Genet might have been, he remained nevertheless a prisoner from his forced affiliation with the
French army (157).
As a “janissaire du colon,” Genet was in charge of supervising the building of a tower for
Fort Andrea, erected on a hill surrounding Damascus. Once the construction was completed, his
superior decided to inaugurate the new tower by firing a canon shot. The building, which was
poorly conceived, collapsed after the first shot. Extremely affected by this incident, Genet
developed jaundice and returned to France shortly after in December 1930. In the Captif, the
author retrospectively turns this traumatic event into salutary one. He asserts that his failure to
properly complete his duty prefigured his eventual solidarity with the Palestinians (453). The
collapse of the tower came to symbolize the collapse of his ambitions as a colonialist and the
confirmation that rather than being on the side of the winners, his actual place had always been
among the losers and the colonized. Despite Genet's renunciation of a career in the military after
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this incident, the lack of other opportunities drove him to enlist again in 1931 in the Army in the
7th regiment of skirmishers based in Marrakech, Morocco. Back again in France in 1933, he
traveled to Paris with the hope of meeting André Gide in order to discuss his travel plans with
him. It seems indeed plausible that a young homosexual passionate about literature would turn
toward the author who inspired the youth of the turn of the century with Les Nourritures
Terrestres (1897). In this poetic and passionate text, Ménalque, the narrator and teacher, exhorts
Nathanaël, a young man who symbolizes youth, to leave behind the knowledge accessible in
books and experience first-hand what life has to offer. This journey toward self-discovery
implies stepping out of one’s routine and explore the world. Favoring mobility and moments of
communion between nature and oneself, this philosophy of life advocated by Ménalque aims to
overcome the burden of the boundaries that society has created and which limit the free
exploration of the self. The famous line, “Famille je vous hais,” illustrates well the desire to
extract oneself from lineage as well as from morality, and might have particularly resonated well
with Genet’s own perception of his life. Applying the precepts of Les Nourritures to his own life,
Gide sought to uproot himself in order to disidentify with his traditional bourgeois and western
lifestyle. He elected North Africa, which he describes in his travel journal and in his novel
L’immoraliste (1902), as the most appropriate place to construct a new self, finding it freer and
therefore more open for him to explore his homosexuality28. It comes, therefore, as no surprise
that during their encounter in Paris, Gide would have advised Genet to travel to North Africa,
particularly Libya, according to Neutres (117). It is the destination that Genet had primarily
envisioned when he traveled south and arrived in Spain. Like Gide, he will write about his
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subsequent travels to Spain and Europe between 1934 and 1939 in Journal du voleur (1949).
More than a travel journal, this autofictional novel expresses Genet's exit from the influence of
the Army as a social body and the development as a deserter of his own ethics through his entry
into the world of outcasts.

Journal du Voleur as Minor Literature
In the volume entitled Jean Genet et son lecteur (2010), Hélène Baty-Delalande criticizes
the tendency that many literary reviews had to use the Journal as the revelation of Genet’s inner
truth (23). Beyond the conflation of the “I” of the narrator with the “I” of the author, this form of
interpretation problematically leads to what Baty-Delalande calls the “dissolution of the literary
dimension” (23). By focusing on the biographical and ethical content of the novel, the “I” of the
subject that writes himself, critics have undermined a key component of the literary style
deployed in the Journal: the address to the reader, the “you” that is so recurrent throughout the
text. In his contribution to the same volume, Yannick Chevalier refers to Eve Kosofsky
Sedgwick's concept of epistemological privilege to determine the reason of this “cécité
interprétative” (183). The fact that critics favor their attention to the “I” to the detriment of the
“you,” reflects the tendency of heterosexual subjects to scrutinize homosexuals without
interrogating their own desires and identity because they are presupposed to be the norm.
George Bataille's pretext for such an oversight resides in his belief that literature implies
a communication in which the author has to deny his particularity in order to speak to the
sovereign humanity (138). In other words, the undifferentiation of the author guarantees the
undifferentiation of the readers and allows the text to become a universal communication, a true
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literary work. It is therefore not surprising that according to these standards Genet's Journal
represents a failure. In La littérature et le mal (1957), Bataille claims that by placing himself
outside if not above his readers, Genet does not communicate with but laughs at them (140). I
would argue instead that it is Bataille's conviction of the superiority of the universal that
overshadows the communication attempted by Genet between the between the “I” of the outlaw
narrator and the “you” of those who believe in the moral superiority of their traditional bourgeois
lifestyle. As Didier Eribon reminds in his critic of Bataille’s article, the address to the universal
is the privilege of the dominant point of view (49). By recurring to an explicit “you,” Genet
enlightens such an epistemological privilege and challenges its pretension to the universal by
confronting it to his own minority point of view. While Bataille is actually partially right to
observe that Genet laughs at his readers, he fails nonetheless to realize that this act of defiance
only concerns the “you,” the ones who are on the side of the majority, against whom the author
writes. Bataille's interpretation of Genet's novel as an attack on any reader shows not only his
probable belonging to the “you” but also the intolerable aspect of such an identification, which
according to Derrida, in Glas (1974), reveals the limits of his concept of transgression (245).
Concurring with such an observation, Eribon considers that because the transgression promoted
by Bataille is mostly heterosexual and intends to communicate universally, it only consists in a
game of stance that does not risk much, given the privileged positions of those who engage in it.
On the contrary, the homosexual transgression that he observes in Genet, more than a superficial
challenge of what is forbidden, reflects a way of being that consists in accepting shame and
transforming oneself (49). Rather than being outside of the scripts defined by the normative
system, the act of transformation that Genet elaborates, directly emerges from the
acknowledgment of the relation of co-dependency that the homosexual has with the
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heterosexual, the “I” has with the “you.” That is why I consider the Journal as a form of minor
literature which, Deleuze and Guattari describe, referring the work of Franz Kafka, as a literature
that a minor subject creates in the language of the majority (29).
One of the main aspects of minor literature consists in undermining the importance of
referentiality in favor of intensity. Unlike the dominant language which relies on words with
proper definitions and images or metaphors with specific figurative meanings, a minor use of
language disrupts such well established mapping. That is why Deleuze and Guattari call this
process deterritorialization. Indeed, minor literature seeks to bring language outside of the
territory of signification in order to uncover “les points de non-culture et de sous-developpement,
les zones de tiers monde linguistiques par où une langue s’échappe, un animal se greffe, un
agencement se branche” (49). The deterritorialization of language from its major use
simultaneously leads to the disidentification of the subject from the dominant culture. The
subject is therefore free to explore various forms of becoming that derive themselves from
undetermined connections or arrangements. Following such a logic, Genet specifically warns the
readers of the Journal that his text should not be read as a conventional autobiography. Resisting
the tendency to reduce his life to a succession of rational choices, he favors an intense or sensory
approach reminiscent of what Elizabeth Freeman coined as erotohistoriography:
“Erotohistoriography does not write the lost object into the present so much as encounter it
already in the present, by treating the present itself as hybrid. And it uses the body as a tool to
effect, figure, or perform that encounter” (95). In the Journal, Genet's encounter with his past
initiates from the sexual arousal that he feels by fantasizing about criminals, which explains why
he qualifies his novel as a “lourd cérémonial érotique” (10). The memory of men and the crimes
that he committed with them do not serve a purpose of authenticity but rather of illustration of
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the minority ethics that he has succeeded in developing in the present of enunciation: “il [the
journal] doit renseigner sur qui je suis, aujourd'hui que je l'écris. Il n'est pas une recherche du
temps passé, mais une oeuvre d'art dont la matière-prétexte est ma vie d'autrefois. Il sera un
présent fixé à l'aide du passé, non l'inverse. Qu'on sache donc que les faits furent ce que je les
dis, mais l'interprétation que j'en tire c'est ce que je suis – devenu” (80).
Starting his novel with a sexual reverie about the convicts from the penal colonies, Genet
imagines their uniform decorated with flowers. The flowers allow the narrator to suggest that
beyond the idea of strength and shame that the criminals embody, it is also possible to consider
their fragility and precious quality. This ambivalent gesture that consists in paying tribute to
what society rejects directly puts to the fore Genet's desire to escape the world and its
conventions: “les criminels sont loin de vous – comme dans l'amour ils s'écartent et m'écartent
du monde et de ses lois” (10). It is interesting to notice that the narrator’s siding with the
criminals does not come from his identification as a criminal himself but from his sexual
attraction for them and the world they created, which is only accessible to those who can tolerate
the exquisite smells of sweat, sperm, and blood (Journal 10). Despite the final deportation to the
penal colony in 1938, the narrator invokes the power of imagination and literature to recreate in
his mind and through writing a fictional colony even more ruthless than the actual one (12).
Guyana stands as a region from himself, an internal imaginary that allows him to penetrate into
the world of criminals and appropriate its violence in order to reach his desired stage of abjection
(16). More than an ideal feeding his sexual fantasy, such a destination constitutes a horizon that
guides him in his actual attempt to dissociate himself from the world and elaborate his minority
becoming.
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Following the reverie about Guyane, Jean, the narrator, recounts his travel across Spain, a
country he elected because of its tolerance for “vermins29” like him (18). By qualifying Spain as
“une contrée de moi” (306), he expresses the idea that the country that he describes corresponds
to a mental region rather than an actual place. He specifies nonetheless that this interior land
derives from the actual interactions that he had with the landscape: “De l’action du paysage sur
les sentiments on a souvent discuté mais non, me semble-t-il, de cette action sur une attitude
morale” (87). The narrator adopts a phenomenological approach in which he attributes to his
surroundings the power to orient his morality. Spain plays therefore the role of catalyst in his
process of exclusion from society. This dynamic further reveals how Genet's embrace of
deterritorialization takes place both at the literal (travel) and figurative (moral) levels. Starting
his crossing of the Iberian Peninsula in Barcelona, it is no surprise that the narrator chooses to
live in the Barrio Chino, a neighborhood which, like Montmartre and Pigalle30 in Paris, figures as
a den for thieves, prostitutes, beggars and homosexuals (40). In Genet et les routes du Sud
(2002), Neutres explains that the Barrio had become in the imaginary of the 1930s a place of
crime that a certain bourgeoisie in search of excitement used to visit (73). Even though the
Journal supports the cultural cliché surrounding this famous neighborhood of Barcelona, Genet's
originality lies in the fact that instead of being on the side of the observer, he considers himself
as a performer on the stage of social deprivation and poverty (Neutres 74). Underlining the fact
that the den of outcasts gathered in the Barrio Chino includes more foreigners than Catalan
people (Journal 26), the narrator discovers a form of belonging no longer based on origins and
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The use of such term resonates with the becoming-animal which Deleuze and Guattari consider as a possible
outcome of minor literature. Interestingly, they illustrate their point with the example of Gregor Samsa who, in
Kafka’s Metamorphosis, has turned into vermin.
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The neighborhoods where Genet locates the action of Notre-Dame-des-Fleurs.
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citizenship but on a marginal way of life and morality that he aims to rehabilitate and celebrate
through a linguistic and aesthetic process.
According to him, what binds the “nous” of the community of outcasts that he describes
in the Barrio Chino relies on the confusion and reversal of what the bourgeois society
distinguishes as opposites. For Genet, shame and pride, victory and defeat, strength and
weakness, not only constitute the two sides of the same coin but can be interchangeable based on
the point of view one chooses to adopt. For example, the narrator describes the lice that covers
his body and the one of his fellows as a precious sign of stripping or dwindling, the same way as
jewels come to signify opulence and triumph (28). He goes on by equating being the lover of the
poorest and the ugliest man of the Barrio as a state of privilege and by describing the exposure of
his dirty hands, his long hair, and his beard, as contributing to his vanity. The narrator here
challenges the readers and the conventionality of their point of view that would replace all the
positive terms that he attributes to his state with depreciatory ones. He admits that what he means
by victory would be called degeneration in the bourgeois dominant language that he specifically
refers to as “votre langage” (29). More than just a differentiation, a later passage of the Journal
confirms that Genet considers that the shame that he experienced as an outcast, gave him the
ability to reach a higher sense of pride than any normative subject:
J'ai donc été ce petit misérable qui ne connut que la faim, l'humiliation du corps, la
pauvreté, la peur, la bassesse. De tant d'attitudes renfrognées j'ai tiré des raisons de gloire.
– Sans doute suis-je cela, me disais-je, mais au moins j'ai conscience de l'être et tant de
conscience détruit la honte et m'accorde un sentiment que l'on connaît peu : l'orgueil.
Vous qui me méprisez n'êtes pas fait d'autre chose que d'une succession de pareilles
misères, mais vous n'en aurez jamais la conscience, et par elle l'orgueil, c'est-à-dire la
connaissance d'une force qui vous permet de tenir tête à la misère – non votre propre
misère, mais celle dont l'humanité est composée (124)

In this passage, the narrator comes to the counter-intuitive conclusion that the more a
subject knows shame the more he can be glorious. While it would seem more logical to conceive
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that someone whose life has been systematically approved by social norm has more chance to
feel proud, Genet suggests instead that the lack of questioning deprives such a person from an
awareness of being that gives the necessary strength to face the destiny of misery inherent to
mankind. Because everyone is miserable, the best option that people have as a subject is to be
aware of such a condition rather than ignore it and position themselves in a state of superiority.
For Genet, the person who despises is the one caught in an illusion of pride while the object of
contempt holds the true potential to experience a pride that consists in a process of reinvention as
a subject, specifically deriving from the experience of shame. Referring to Genet’s work to
illustrate the minority morals he is advocating, Eribon similarly considers that even though
shame might initially fix and condemn someone’s fate, subsequent pride provides the subject
with the possibility to give another meaning to his assigned position:
Le honteux est toujours potentiellement fier, et, en un sens, il l’est toujours réellement,
car il y a toujours un moment de sa vie, où il imagine que son statut ‘monstrueux’, ce
qu’il sait être son inquiétante étrangeté, lui donne aussi le sentiment d’une singularité qui
le distingue des autres, ceux qui sont comme tout le monde, ou bien lui permet de référer
cette singularité à une explication fantastique, une origine glorieuse (93)

Genet’s poetic gesture consists in attributing to criminals and himself a heroic status,
singing their beauty and the glory of their evil and miserable actions. In doing so, the narrator
simultaneously distinguishes them from the others who are like anyone else and who are
included in the confrontational “vous” Genet uses throughout the text.
However, despite the “nous” used at times by the narrator, it would be extreme to
consider the outcasts that the narrator describes as a collective movement. The fact that they
share a subculture does not lead to the expression of solidarity that would characterize a social or
political group. Intimate relationships do not prevent either the rule of “every man for himself”
that seems to prevail among the disenfranchised individuals that the narrator encounters
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throughout his journey. Jean’s alliance and sexually ambiguous relationship with the one-armed
stallion Stilitano ends with the abrupt and unjustified departure of the latter after their arrival in
Andalusia. Without money and alone, he decides nonetheless to pursue his journey and reach
Cadiz, a city, as he describes, in the middle of the water only connected to the continent by a
long jetty. With its position at the extreme West of Europe and its skyline of domes and
minarets, Cadiz further represents for the narrator an unexpected synthesis of Western and
Oriental cultures. The statement, “[p]our la première fois de ma vie je négligeais un être pour les
choses” (78) following the description of the city suggests a parallel between the landscape and
Jean’s state of mind. His attachment to mankind, even to his lover Stilitano, as well as his
belonging to the West, appears to be as precarious as the thin jetty leading to the unknown and
mysterious Orient across the Mediterranean Sea. Even though his route through Spain is similar
to the one taken by every beggar, this journey toward the South up to Gibraltar never reinforces
the bond between the narrator and others. It takes instead the form of a gradual sinking into
abjection and isolation. In Alicante, Jean reveals that a second epiphany confirms the initiated
process of dehumanization : “j’étais si volontairement bouleversé par la nature que mes rapports
avec les hommes commençaient d’être ceux des hommes habituellement avec les choses” (87).
By treating people as things, the narrator ends up breaking away with the affective attachment
humans usually have with each other: “le lien me retenant à eux étant sentimental, sans faire
d’éclat je devais me détacher d’eux” (88).
Once entering in Gibraltar, the narrator performs this dull detachment by renouncing
money and entering what he calls “la période de la boîte de conserve,” a time of complete
deprivation symbolized by the tin can that he carries in order to beg only for soup, the only thing
that he needs to survive (89). In addition to the materialistic aspect of the commitment to
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bareness, Jean’s idealization of betrayal provides him with a moral standpoint contributing to his
solitude. Again, the narrator attributes a geographical location corresponding to his inner state of
mind, Tangiers becoming the symbol of betrayal, “un lieu terrible, une sorte de tripot où les
joueurs marchandent les plans secrets de toutes les armées du monde” (93). This passage
illustrates his definite withdrawal from the army, whose collective body had so far managed to
contain his antisocial tendencies. The in-between position that he adopted during his time in the
colonial army, or the position “beside” normal sociality, no longer have an appeal for him31.
Here, Genet stages his embrace of the role of the deserter. In specifying that what is at stake in
Tangiers is the potential betrayal of all the armies in the world instead of the army, he shows that
his moral position is beyond partisanship and rather consists in fantasizing about the defeat of
any form national order over chaos. The crossing of the Mediterranean Sea and the arrival at
Tangiers symbolizes for the narrator the crossing of his moral attachment to mankind and the
ultimate recognition of his betrayal toward society: “Enfin plus ma culpabilité serait grande, à
vos yeux, entière, totalement assumée, plus grande sera ma liberté. Plus parfaite ma solitude et
mon unicité” (94). The exclusionary impact of the guilt that the narrator is willing to take
simultaneously gives him the freedom to be whoever he wants, to be singular.
While the narrator expresses serious doubt about the ability of outlaws to form any kind
of alliances and insists throughout the novel on the solitary outcome deriving from his sinking
into the abject, he nonetheless acknowledges the potential for a minority collective to emerge
from the reversal of shame into pride in the passage that he dedicates to the “Carolines,” a group
of transvestites that he encountered in Barcelona. Like Jean and the rest of the inhabitants of the
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If this passage represents the ultimate Genet’ ultimate betrayal, he recalls earlier in the novel how he stole money
from one his fellow soldiers in order to detach himself from the army and prove that he was capable of breaking
any love bond, “les liens les plus solides du monde” (51).
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Barrio Chino, the Carolines belong to the underworld and manifest through their behavior and
rags a glorious shame that extracts and therefore protects them from social judgment:
Couvertes de ridicules, les Carolines étaient à l’abri. Aucun rire ne pouvait les blesser, la
pouillerie de leurs oripeaux témoignant de leur dépouillement. Le soleil épargnait cette
guirlande émettant sa propre luminosité. Toutes étaient mortes. Ce que nous en voyions
se promener dans la rue, étaient des Ombres retranchées du monde. Les Tapettes sont un
peuple pâle et bariolé qui végète dans la conscience des braves gens. Jamais elles
n’auront droit au grand jour, au véritable soleil. Mais reculées dans ces limbes, elles
provoquent les plus curieux désastres annonciateurs de beautés nouvelles (113)

Playing with the opposition of light and darkness, Genet describes the Carolines as a pale
people, meaning a people deprived of the sun that serves as an analogy for social recognition.
Rather than constituting an issue, this curse that relegates them to the status of shadows or even
of death seems to represent in the mind of the narrator a blessing since he considers that the sun
is “sparing” the marching Carolines. Being dead, in other words beyond social repair or help,
offers to the Carolines the opportunity to produce their own light and elaborates ways of being
that would provoke scandal from a normative perspective or generate new forms of aesthetic of
existence from Genet’s point of view. In the novel, the narrator focuses on the collective action
undertaken by the Carolines which consists of marching as a procession to a public urinal that
had been shut down. Referring to the work of George Chauncey, Eribon explains how the public
urinal constituted in the 20th century a popular meeting place for homosexuals, which gives to
the Carolines’ gesture a political meaning. By explicitly going to honor such a place, they expose
in daylight the existence of gay subculture that shares particular codes and references (Eribon 9).
Even though the narrator might count among the people who frequented the urinal for cruising,
he does not include himself in the collective formed by the Carolines, as if his status of
homosexual were not sufficient enough to occupy a proper position in the mobilization.
His position of external observer does not prevent him however to express his solidarity
with the group of transvestites who constitutes a source of inspiration in search for abjection:
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“Échappé – pour combien de temps! – à l’abjection, j’y veux retourner. Qu’au moins mon séjour
dans votre monde me permette de faire un livre pour les Carolines” (113). Even though Genet
never wrote a book for the Carolines32, I would argue that he demonstrates here his
understanding of the role that he could play as a writer supporting a political group. I will show
in the following part of this chapter, that he somewhat transferred the promise he has made about
the Carolines to other disenfranchised social collectives, the Black Panthers and the Palestinians,
in his latest work Un captif amoureux (1986). Therefore, his Spanish journey through abjection
constitutes a decisive step in the development of his ethics of marginality and his connection
with collective movements rather than a superficial and isolating gesture.

Part 2: From Antisociality to New Queer Political Affiliations

Genet with the Black Panthers: The Solitary Solidarity of the Vagabond
When asked at the beginning of a 1975 interview with Hubert Fichte about his political
activities, Genet connects his lack of affiliation with any party to his homelessness: “Je ne suis
responsable de rien socialement, et ça permet aussi une sorte d’engagement immédiat, un
enrôlement sur-le-champ” (ED 142). With no address other than his publishing house,
Gallimard, written on his passport, Genet shows no core attachment, and such flexibility allows
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One should not forget that Genet had nonetheless already celebrated in Notre-Dame-des-Fleurs, the life of a group
of Parisian transvestites among which Divine was the heroine. However, as I suggested with the outcasts from
the Barrio Chino, their shared subculture does not lead them to organize as a social group in the same way as the
Carolines do in this passage.
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him to create new ones with what he calls a “vélocité de déplacement” (142). As an example, he
explains how after being contacted by two officials of the Black Panthers after the arrest of their
leader Bobby Seale in 1970, he took them by surprise when he told them that he was ready to
travel and arrived in the United States the following day. However, despite Genet’s eagerness to
mobilize, his displacements did not generate the same enthusiasm from the United States, which
denied him an entrance visa both in 1968 and 1970 because of his criminal record, his admitted
pederasty, and his possible communist affiliation (White 506). The American authorities’
reluctance to welcome someone like Genet on their territory does not seem surprising especially
knowing the usual motivations that the author advances to justify his travels. Already in the
Journal, he was evoking the feeling of crossing a border as penetrating the image of a country
more than the country itself and how more than the desire to possess such an image, he wanted
instead to alter it by devoting himself to acts of espionage, and sabotage against its army (54). In
the specific case of his visits to the United States, while not personally and directly confronting
institutions like the army, Genet did nonetheless travel with the intention of playing the role of a
disturbing agent by supporting and collaborating with protest groups opposed to the American
government.
His first trip to the United States occurs in the aftermath of the May 68 revolt, a historical
parenthesis wherein the France that Genet had despised became, within one month, “un monde
soudain libéré du nationalisme, un monde souriant, d’une extrême élégance” (ED 41). Despite
his criticism of the fact that rebellious students had seized the Théâtre de l’Odéon instead of law
courts, which considerably limited the impact of their message, he gave credit to the French
uprising by visiting the Odéon twice and dedicating an article entitled “Les Maîtresses de
Lenine,” in which he congratulates Daniel Cohn-Bendit for having precipitated a movement able
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to rattle French conservative bourgeois society. However, the successful management of the
crisis by French President Charles de Gaulle put an end to the protestors’ momentum and led to
the reestablishment of the order that Genet had been fighting against throughout his whole life:
“Et mai a été saccagé par le retour en force du gaullisme et de la réaction” (ED 41). Consistent
with his usual rhetoric, Genet overturns the qualifiers usually attributed to outcasts or rebellious
subjects. In his world, it is the conservative order represented by De Gaulle that wrecked an
otherwise beautiful and elegant riot.
After the French disillusion, Genet looked for what he called “l’esprit de mai” anywhere
possible. Such a state of mind certainly influenced his acceptance to cover the American
Democratic Convention held in Chicago from 24 to 28 August 1968 at the request of Esquire
magazine. As Edmund White specifies, Genet was actually less interested in the Convention
itself than on the tense political climate generated by the Vietnam War. After negotiating with
the magazine’s editor Harold Hayes, he was authorized to write an article denouncing the war in
exchange for his agreement to cover the Democratic Convention. After arriving in the United
States by crossing the Canadian border illegally, Genet reached Chicago on August 20 and met
with the writers William Burroughs and Terry Southern, also commissioned by Esquire to write
articles on the Convention. Among the events that took place during his trip, was the night when
he and his two fellow writers joined the public assembly of 3,000 Yippies who were occupying
Lincoln Park as a form of protest against the Vietnam War. Confronted with the violence of the
police retaliation that night, the following day, Genet wrote an article claiming that such an
attack on white pacifists was an expression of violence that had deeper roots, which came from
years of even greater brutality, especially suffered by black people. It is important to underline
however that in “The Members of the Assembly” (1968), another text written about the
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Democratic Convention, Genet praises the erotic power of the policemen’s thighs which
generated a great shock among his American admirers. One should not forget, though, how the
author consistently sexualizes conflicts and, as a master of provocation, had previously revealed
his admiration for the hypervirility of policemen, soldiers, even Nazis. Despite this issue, Genet
undoubtedly stood on the side of the pacifists as long as they were at the stage of rebellion.
According to White, he had confided to Burroughs that if the Yippies ever won, he would turn
against them, a position that I will show is recurrent in his political commitment. Extremely wary
of any movement becoming too institutionalized – in other words gaining any form of social
legitimacy – he prefers to view himself as a “free electron,” an apt metaphor for his nomadic way
of life; no more political attachments than geographical attachments.
Before discussing the problematic aspect of such position, it seems important to
understand the reasons and the modalities according to which Genet collaborated with political
organizations. In the case of the Black Panthers, White reports that at then end of his first trip to
the United States in 1968, Genet had confided to Burroughs his great interest in the black
community: “I wish I were Black. I want to feel what they feel” (White 515). I believe that this
desire to identify with black people does not reflect a disturbing attempt to appropriate their
culture but rather an understanding of their political ability to redefine American society and
inspire other minorities on a global level. The political excitement that Genet had experienced
with May 68 and that he was initially seeking in the US antiwar movement shifts toward the
Black Panther Party, a movement that according to him would provoke, “une explosion de joie et
de libération,” “la libération de l’homme” (ED 42). Rather than focusing on the specificity of the
movement and its members, Genet underlines instead his commonality with the Panthers and
challenges not only national but also racial boundaries by publicly claiming in his interview with
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Fichte: “[J]e suis peut-être un Noir qui a les couleurs blanches ou roses, mais un Noir. Je ne
connais pas ma famille” (ED 149). Blackness here refers less to the color of the skin than on the
marginal social condition that Genet experienced since childhood as a ward of the state. As
Didier Eribon argues, the reliance on a shared position of social exclusion constitutes one of the
specificities of Genet’s political approach: “n’est-ce pas précisément sur cette isotopie sociale
des exclusions que se fonde toute la demarche de Genet, sur leur caractère interchangeable, qui
fait que l’on peut parler de l’une pour parler de l’autre, et que, parlant de l’une ou de l’autre, on
parle de toute à la fois, des mécanismes qui les produisent et de la politique ou de la morale qui
les revendique et les glorifie?” (41).
This position does not deny anyone’s particular situation and differences within the social
sphere but rather focuses on shared interest in resisting the hegemonic tendency of a system.
With the Black Panthers, Genet has found partners whose struggles against the oppressive
practices of the State echo his own. In an interview with Michèle Manceaux, he indeed
underlines the similarities between the Panthers' hatred for the white world and their desire to
destroy such an order with his own relation toward the French State (ED 56). Instead of roots or
origins which overdetermine the individual’s destiny and limit the possibilities of belonging,
Genet reinvents with the Black Panthers a new form of kinship as exemplified in his relationship
with David Hilliard, chief of Staff of the Party: “Que signifiait ma présence blanche et rose au
milieu d’eux? Encore ceci : pendant deux mois j’aurai été le fils de David. Mon père était noir et
il avait trente ans de moins que moi” (CA 352). The idea of chosen family described here is
queer in the sense that it subverts racial, generational, and sexual differentiation and
consequently conventional forms of domination. Instead of reproducing because of his age a
paternalistic relation, Genet considers his affiliation with the Panthers an opportunity to become
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again an adopted child who can learn new revolutionary practices. The precedence given by the
author to social and political relations over the biological ones further helps him overcome the
isolation to which society had condemned him and that he had learned to embrace: “j’apporterai
dans ma lutte avec eux la même ténacité, la même rigueur que celles qui étaient les miennes
quand j’écrivais, solitairement, dans les prisons ” (ED 42). By joining the Black Panthers, Genet
overcomes the solitary aspect of his initial struggle, which subsequently had a reduced impact.
The only task that he said he had been capable of undertaking by himself consisted in corrupting
the French language from within (ED 56), a task that, as we have seen in the first part, he
masterfully accomplished in Journal du voleur. Thanks to the strength of the collective, Genet
found among the Panthers an opportunity to no longer simply subvert the symbolic order but also
engage in what he calls “des actes réels,” which he did, by touring from March to May 1970 in
universities across the United States in order to promote the black movement and raise money
(ED 57).
As a poet, Genet’s political action remains nonetheless deeply associated with his
linguistic and literary inclinations. In his interview with Antoine Bourseiller (1981), he explains
his interest for the United States, stating that black people there act like “caractères noirs sur une
page blanche,” black letters covering a white page (ED 222). A similar kind of comparison
appears twice in the Captif: “Les Noirs en Amérique blanche sont les signes qui écrivent
l’histoire; sur la page blanche ils sont l’encre qui lui donne un sens” (291); and a few pages later:
Les mots noirs sur la page blanche américaine sont quelquefois raturés, effacés. Les plus
beaux disparaissent mais c’est ceux-là – les disparus – qui forment le poème - ou plutôt le
poème du poème. Si les blancs sont la page, les noirs sont l’écrit qui dit un sens – non de
la page, ou non seulement de la page. Le foisonnement blanc reste le support de l’écriture
et c’en est la marge, mais le poème est composé par les noirs absents – vous direz les
morts : si l’on veut – les noirs absents, anonymes et dont l’agencement constitue le
poème et dont le sens m’échappe mais non sa réalité. (297)
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As letters, signs, ink, or words, black people represent in Genet’s view the active subjects
who write history on the page that had remained so far monopolized by the white race. Even
though it may be crossed or erased, the writing performed by black subjects holds a poetic
property that is able to gives a “sens,” which I believe could refer here not only to meaning but
also to a direction to follow. Moreover, Genet specifies that this meaning/direction might
actually exceed the “white page” of the United States and hold a more general if not universal
impact. While the author confesses that he is unable to access fully the meaning of the poem
written by the black movement, he remains aware of its reality, a reality to which he is drawn.
My suggestion that Genet’s aesthetic taste made him sensitive to the black cause’s poetry
does not overlook the sexual desire that also motivated the author’s commitment. Rather, the
erotic charge of the Black Panthers takes a significant part in the revolutionary poetics and the
cohesion that Genet identifies and describes in the Captif: “Ces rapports étaient politiques et
pourtant ce n’est pas le seul intérêt politique qui obtenait cette cohésion, mais un très subtil et
très fort érotisme. Si fort, et à la fois si évident et discret, que je n’eus jamais de désir pour
quelqu’un : je n’étais que désir pour ce groupe et mon désir était comblé par le fait que le groupe
existait” (352). In the same way that his minority ethics in the Journal derives from his sexual
attraction to outlaws, Genet correlates his political commitment and that of his comrades with a
sexual undertone. However, the desire that Genet depicts in the Captif does not constitute a lack
that a coveted individual would fulfill but rather is a fulfillment in itself achieved by the
existence of a group. The author specifies that instead of “having” desire, he “is” desire, which
suggests a commitment of the entire self for the benefit of the collective. In his interview with
Fichte, Genet similarly claims not to be in love with a particular member of the Panthers but with
what the movement represents as a group, a phenomenon: “je ne faisais pas de distinction entre
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les Panthers, je les aimais tous, je n'étais pas attiré par plutôt un que par un autre. J'aimais le
phénomène Black Panthers. J'en étais amoureux” (ED 174).
While Genet's collaboration with the black movement proves that it is not because sexual
desire constitutes a way for politicization that it necessary leads to the support of a sexual cause,
it does not mean however that the author did not care about homosexuality and particularly
issues of homophobia among the Panthers. He particularly criticized their use of homophobic
slurs such as “faggots” or “punks” to discredit their white male opponents, in particular Nixon.
In an interview conducted by Pierre Demeron for the magazine Oui in 1972, Genet recounts how
after being asked by the Panthers to write an article on homosexuality, he sent a letter to David
Hilliard explaining that like the color of one's skin, homosexuality was not a choice.
Subsequently, Huey Newton, co-founder of the Black Panther Party with Bobby Seale, published
a paper entitled “The Women's Liberation and Gay Liberation Movements, August 15, 1970,” in
which he establishes a parallel between the oppression suffered by the black people and the one
suffered by homosexuals. Even though being homosexual does not necessarily make you a
revolutionary, Newton suggests, that the ones who are, “could be the most revolutionary” (White
528). Because they share a similar cause, Newton further asked homophobic terms to be
banished from the rhetoric of the Black Panthers Party and claimed that the gay liberation
movement and the women's liberation movement were welcome to participate in their
revolutionary conferences, rallies, and demonstrations.
Beyond the fact that the Black Panthers contacted him, their recognition of a convergence
of struggles gives further credit to Genet’s sense of belonging and dissipates the suspicion of a
gesture of appropriation of a black movement by a white homosexual subject. Moreover,
although Genet compares his state of social exclusion with blackness in order to enlighten the

62

bond that generated solidarity, he never goes as far as to conflate them. On the contrary, he
demonstrates in his public appearances, in the texts that he produces, and in the interviews that
he gives on the Black Panther Party that he is aware of the privilege that he holds for being a
white man. One of the most eloquent examples is the lecture he gave on March 18, 1970 at the
University of Connecticut, entitled “Lettre aux intellectuels américains” in its published form in
L’ennemi déclaré. As the title suggests, Genet addresses in his text the intellectuals and
particularly the white intellectuals who composed the majority of the audience attending the
event. Being white and a renowned author himself, Genet acts as intermediary between these
intellectuals and the Black Panthers. The “we” to which he refers throughout the speech does not
equate to the “I” and the Black Panthers, a disenfranchised “we” with which Genet is so often
identified, but rather with the “I” and the white intellectuals – in other words a privileged “we”.
To this “we,” in which he includes himself, Genet reproaches the hypocrisy that consists of being
outraged in light of crimes committed against populations far from the United States, whether in
Vietnam or Korea, and ignoring the social alienation suffered by the black people in the
homeland: “N’ayons pas peur des mots: cette misère permet notre confort. Gémir contre les
bombardements au loin, c’était notre luxe. Notre lâcheté nous empêchera d’ouvrir les yeux ici”
(44). The situation that Genet wants the white intellectuals to realize is that the black community
has been living in the United States like a colony within an Empire and that the actions
undertaken by the Black Panthers transcend racial differences by targeting a common enemy,
that is the American administration and the high finance. Countering the biological or essentialist
roots of racism, Genet provides a socio-economic understanding of racism, which he effectively
summarizes as: “Le mépris qu’on porte à des hommes pour mieux les exploiter” (ED 58). From
such a definition, he concludes that racism does not apply to the behavior of black people over
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white people since their goal is not exploitation but dignity and equality. Consequently, he urges
white people, and especially the youth, to let go of their supposed insurmontable differences with
the Black Panthers and support their political attempt to redesign a fairer American society.
Similarly, in another one of his contributions dedicated to the Black Panther movement, Genet
declares: “il faut apprendre à trahir les Blancs que nous sommes” (ED 108). The theme of
betrayal, so central in Genet’s worldview, takes in this context an unforeseen turn. When
directed toward others betrayal leads to the isolation of subjects, whereas when turned on
subjects themselves, it shatters their own privilege and leads them to observe the
disenfranchisement of others and understand their demand for social justice.
In the continuity of “Lettre aux intellectuels américains,” Genet further elaborates on the
role that white subjects can play in relation to the Black Panther movement in his “May Day
Speech.” Delivered on May 1st, 1970 in New Haven, Connecticut before 25,000 people during a
three-day event protesting the incarceration of Bobby Seale in the same city, this speech
represents the peak of Genet’s two-month tour across the United States. In his address, the author
advances the idea that the black community lives under an oppressive and fascist regime at the
hand of not just the government but of the white community as well, which has historically
benefited from privileges afforded to them by the authorities (ED 51). By extending the blame
from an institutional to an individual level, Genet seeks to reveal the often-unconscious
complicity white subjects have with power, a degree of complicity that black subjects can never
experience. Therefore, it is possible to put the so-called arrogance of the Black Panthers into
perspective since their behavior does not reflect in any way the level of arrogance that their white
counterparts have been displaying (49). From this acknowledgment, Genet urges white subjects
to bring to the Black subjects what he calls “une délicatesse du coeur,” a delicate understanding
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of the fact that the latter do not have the same rights as the former. Including himself among the
“us” of the privileged ones, the speaker explains that this delicacy has the potential to generate
united political actions which constitute an alternative way to what used to be the only ways
white subjects used to relate with black subjects: brutal domination or paternalism (ED 50).
Genet specifies that what he means by political action does not consist of empty gestures, such as
the use of symbols, but rather of full gestures, that is, concrete acts.
It is important to specify that the distinction made between symbol and act does not
contradict the poetic quality that Genet consistently attributes to the Black Panthers' struggle. For
the author, symbols reflect what already exist, whereas acts that do not follow any prior
examples, become revolutionary and poetic by providing a “fraîcheur de commencement du
monde” (50). Unlike the conventionality of rational communication, the Black Panthers offer a
new rhetoric that is poetic because of its uncontrollable and uncertain aspects (ED 151). The
strength that Genet identifies in their communication does not come from the order of their
discourse but from their affirmation, the anger in their tone (CA 70). The revolutionary aspect of
their movement further appears in their creation of a new proud relationship to blackness which,
without denying its roots, abandons symbols that would systematically tie them to Africa: “ils
ont compris qu’un peuple coupé longtemps de sa véritable tradition risque de se perdre dans celle
qu’il croit avoir retrouvée et qui se présente, en fait, sous la forme d’un folklore très rassurant
pour la nation dominatrice. Les Panthers, contre cela, ont choisi, délibérément, le projet
révolutionnaire” (ED 75). Instead of looking back to the past and promoting a return to tradition
that could be easily co-opted by white people as innocuous folklore, the Panthers chose a path
forward whose trajectory and destination were yet to be determined. Genet also thought that such
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indeterminacy would have the potential to lead white youth to ally with the Panthers in the
project of overthrowing their ultimate enemy, American capitalism.
The day following his “May Day Speech,” the immigration authorities asked Genet to
present himself to a police station, which precipitated his departure from the United States. A
few days after his return to France, he contacted the journalist Michèle Manceaux in order to
organize an interview in which he would talk about his two months spent beside the Black
Panthers. As Edmund White recounts, Genet’s request of an interview was unheard of and
testifies to his determination to continue supporting the Panthers by contributing to their
exposure outside the United States (539). Beyond the fact that he urges other writers and trade
unionists to visit the United States and give conferences for the black movement, or mentions the
recent creation of a Solidarity Committee based in Paris, the most striking element that I perceive
in this interview is the quasi similarity of certain passages with his public intervention in New
Haven. I would argue that this particularity reveals that Genet considered his “May Day Speech”
as a momentum that needed to be kept alive and transmitted to an audience as widely as possible.
His intuition proved to be correct since the interview was well-received among French leftists
and was later translated and published in American, British, German, and Italian journals.
Concurring with White who goes as far as calling this interview “Genet’s first major entry into
the French political arena (539), I would emphasize one particular repetition among the ones I
noted between the French text and the allocution of New Haven: the role that the author claims
to play in the Black Panthers movement.
In his “May Day Speech,” Genet started his intervention by dissociating himself with the
term “revolutionary” which was often used to characterize the Panthers. Defining himself instead
as a “vagabond,” he explains how his nomadic situation differs from his companions whose
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struggle is anchored in the US territory (47). If Genet reiterates such a comment in his interview
with Michèle Manceaux, it is certainly because the understanding of his position that arose in
New Haven turned out to be even more exact than he expected, given his hasty departure from
the United States the following day. While it does not guarantee a political commitment
consistent enough to be revolutionary, his vagabond way of life allowed him nonetheless to offer
his service to a political cause that did not seem to concern him at first glance. Genet shaped for
himself a political posture that I would call the solitary solidarity of the vagabond, in the sense
that his solitude not only triggers and facilitates his solidarity with disenfranchised collective
groups such as the Black Panthers, and as we shall see, with the Palestinians, but also remains a
key component throughout his entire collaboration with them.
What Genet values in nomadism is that it taught him to challenge the French bourgeois
order based on national identity and to preserve his singularity to merge fully with any groups
that he decided to engage with afterwards. Even though this radical model applies to Genet’s
specific case, I would argue that it also demonstrates how he considers that collective actions
should have no precedence over the individual’s free choice. Paying tribute to key figures of the
black movement in one of his last articles that he dedicated to the Panthers, Genet expresses the
following conviction: “la révolution serait impossible sans la poésie des révoltes individuelles
qui la précèdent” (ED 186). The poetry of rebellion emerges from the moment a subject affirms
their individuality by stepping out of the narrative that society has created to maintain an unequal
order. It is by doing something as unexpected as Rosa Parks sitting on a bus seat supposedly
reserved to white people, as Tommie Smith and John Carlos who raised their fist on the podium
of the 1968 Olympics Games of Mexico during the US national anthem, that poetry emerges and
inspires others to rebel as well and to participate in the co-creation of a revolutionary movement.
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Despite the enthusiasm that he revealed for the poetry of the Black Panthers and his
unwavering support of their cause, Genet could not help but observe and acknowledge the fast
decay of their movement. Reverting in the Captif to the revolutionary mode of communication of
the Black Panthers which generated so much enthusiasm among the black community and white
youth, he argues this time that the use of emblematic expressions such as “All Power to the
People” limited rather than encouraged the possibility of political reflection. He deplores the fact
that such poetics were too easily decipherable to be fully resisting (63). To be clear, it is not the
powerful action undertaken by the Black Panthers that Genet questions but its sustainability and
its subversive impact in the long term when he writes: “un vent immense passait sur le ghetto qui
emportait la honte, l’invisibilité, l’humilité quatre fois centenaire, et ce vent ayant cessé on
s’aperçoit qu’il ne fut que l’ombre d’un souffle, et d’un souffle presque tendre, amical” (64). Far
from generating hopelessness, I would argue that the disenchantment provoked by the realization
that the wind of rebellion had actually only been a gust, reinforced Genet’s suspicion of symbols
and his commitment to nomadism, which would allow him to follow the wind of revolution
wherever it may go.

Resisting Territorialization with the Palestinians
Among the multiple peregrinations undertaken by Genet in 1968 (India, Pakistan,
Thailand, China, Egypt...), his travel to Tunisia led him to hear for the first time about the
Palestinian resistance. In the beginning of Un captif amoureux, he describes how during a trip to
the Saharan desert he witnessed the routes that fighters from Algeria, Mauritania, Morocco, and
Tunisia were taking to go train for combat in Cairo before joining the Palestine Liberation
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Organization (PLO). In this moment, Genet explains realizing how the resonance of the
Palestinian cause within the Arab people far exceeded the issue of the Israeli occupation:
“Certainement il fallait aider les feddayin33 à refuser malgré l'Amérique, l'Occupation sioniste
mais sous cette exigence j'en distinguais une autre: chacun des peuples arabes voulait se
débarrasser des vieux asservissements: l'Algérie, la Tunisie, le Maroc en secouant les feuilles
avaient fait tomber les Français qui s'y cachaient” (27). Genet shows here his understanding of
the Palestinians' struggle as a global postcolonial issue implying imperialistic practices of
Western countries, the United States and his long-standing enemy, France, at the forefront.
Despite the author's initial interest, his priority brought him initially to the United States and the
Black Panthers. His first actual meeting with the Palestinians took place only in October 1970 in
the aftermath of “Black September,” the time during which King Hussein of Jordan sent his army
against the Palestinians, forcing them to flee to Lebanon and Syria. While major figures from the
international left such as Daniel Cohn-Bendit, Alberto Moravia, and Ania Francos had left
Amman after the massacres of September, Genet consented on his part to stay in the war zone
provided that he could freely circulate everywhere in the Palestinian camps (Chatila 55).
Receiving the agreement of Yasser Arafat, leader of the PLO from 1969 to 2004, the author who
initially planned for a trip of eight days would actually stay six months in the Middle East.
Even though Genet developed throughout this time a strong attachment to the
Palestinians, he denies in the Captif that his commitment to their cause had ever been total or
unquestioned: “Le coeur y était; le corps y était; l’esprit y était. Tout y fut à tour de rôle ; la foi
jamais totale et moi jamais entier” (CA 125). The fact that Genet cannot fully embrace the
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Referring to combatant willing to sacrifice themselves for a larger cause, the term “Feddayin” or fedayeen in
English designates here the Palestinian fighters who resist the establishment of Israel.

69

Palestinian movement comes mostly from his reluctance to nationalism, and its oppressive
tendencies. While his past experience as a “stranger” in his own country brings him closer to
those who do not have a land, the main goal of the PLO, that is the recognition of a Palestinian
State, is at odds with his non-belonging to a nation that he wears as his shining and safe armor
(125). That is why he claims that once the Palestinians have their state, they will no longer
interest him. Despite the apparent inflexibility of such a position, which to say the least is
problematic knowing the lot of Palestinians whose denial of territorial sovereignty goes along the
denial of their rights as citizens and even as humans34, Genet’s actions demonstrate more
leniency. His careful observation of the daily life of the fedayeen on the battlefield confronts him
to his own ambivalence toward political mobilization, which further gives meaning to the title of
his tribute to the Palestinians: “Encore charmé, pas convaincu, séduit pas aveugle, je me
conduisais plutôt en captif amoureux” (CA 258). The prisoner of love that the author claims to
be is caught in between the rational and the irrational, his lucidity and doubts concerning the
resistance movement and simultaneously, its undeniable attractive power.
A scene from the beginning of the Captif illustrates well the seduction exerted by the
Palestinian resistance and the reason why Genet willfully succumbed to it. The author describes
how in the morning, a little before dawn, groups of fedayeen positioned on different hills used to
communicate with each other by singing. Invented as they were uttered, these songs, he writes,
revealed something that had so far remained not only inside the Palestinians but also inside him:
“le compositeur nouveau me fait entendre le chant qui était depuis toujours enfermé en moi mais
silencieux” (CA 59). The song without consonant struck a chord in the mind of Genet, who
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realized that its poetry, originating from the landlessness of the Palestinians, had the potential to
elaborate a new way of conceiving territoriality: “L’opposition des voix soulignait l’opposition
entre le royaume terrestre d’Israel-État et la terre sans terre, sans autre support que les vocalises
des soldats de Palestine” (CA 56). The land without land created by music resonates with the
poet whose adventurous lifestyle finds his sole support from words. Genet perceives in the
Palestinian resistance a potential that goes beyond the reclamation of its territory that was
appropriated by Israel. The author believes in the creative power of the fedayeen's song, in the
accuracy of its notes symbolizing the accuracy of its rebellion: “j’avais accueilli cette révolte de
la même façon qu’une oreille musicienne reconnaît la note juste” (CA 16). Even after the
dissolution of the fedayeen in 1982 and the decline of the Palestinian resistance, Genet’s
reflections on the movement remain attached to the idea of accuracy, of something right and
legitimate that moved him and that he distinguishes from the idea of justice: “Ce n’est pas la
justice de cette cause qui m’aura touché mais sa justesse” (CA 480). The distinction between
“justice” and “justesse” corresponds, I would argue, to the distinction between legal and ethical,
with the former established among the dominants who determine the rules of the games, and the
latter deriving from principles affirming the common right to have a decent life. Indeed, the
struggle that Genet identifies between Palestine and Israel reaches way beyond concerns of
territorial possession:
Qu’elle se découpât sur un fond de Nuit des Commencements – et cela, éternellement – la
révolution palestinienne cessait d’être un combat habituel pour une terre volée, elle était
une lutte métaphysique. Imposant au monde entier sa morale et ses mythes, Israël se
confondait avec le Pouvoir. Il était le Pouvoir. La vue seule des pauvres fusils des
feddayin montrait cette distance incommensurable entre les deux armements : d’un côté
peu de morts ni de blessures graves, de l’autre anéantissement accepté et voulu par les
nations européennes et arabes (CA 198)

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict takes the form of a metaphysical battle, in the sense that it
holds the potential to redefine the structures of domination that contributed to the world order of
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that time. In Genet’s analysis, Israel as the embodiment of power is the result of a confusion
which itself originates from a manipulation that consists in justifying the superiority of a people
by the ancestry of its morals and myths. By resisting Israel’s domination, the fedayeen act as a
counter-power whose sacrifice reveals the violence on which the hegemonic order relies. It is
interesting to note how the criticism against Israel extends not only toward European but also
Arab nations which, according to Genet, similarly consent to, if not seek annihilation of, the
Palestinian resistance in order to maintain their respective position and the integrity of their
territory. As a landless people, the Palestinians threaten all the lands, which explains the little
support they receive, including from Arab countries (CA 105).
The Palestinian movement offers to the writer without country, to the permanent
foreigner, an invaluable opportunity to reflect on the constitution of nations and patriotism. By
sharing his life with the Palestinians, Genet observes that their feeling of patriotism
counterintuitively relies on the absence of national symbols: “passeport, nation, territoire et s’ils
chantent tout cela, s’ils y aspirent c’est qu’ils n’en voient que les fantômes” (101). Whereas
patriotism conventionally emerges from a heightened sovereignty and a presumed superiority,
the one experienced by the Palestinians finds its roots in an act of dispossession, of a wound,
which confers on it a minority aspect. Their singing works here again as a marker of an absence
rendered present, of a fantasy that awakens the ghosts of a nation that has never existed and will
never exist as such. Genet further compares the fedayeen’s fight to the card players that he
observed while he was a colonial soldier in Syria. He explains how he was fascinated by the fact
that even though they were playing without actual cards, the intensity of their game succeeded in
transcending the dichotomy absence/presence. Materially the cards were absent but the game
was very real (CA 148). Similarly, the fedayeen aspire to recover a territory that is beyond reach
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because it is a territory that never existed as such. While it is impossible to deny the actual
existence of their movement, their aspiration is a fantasy rather than a material and concrete goal,
which leads Genet to claim: “La cible visée par les feddayin la voici métamorphosée en
inimaginable pour eux” (CA 149). Far from constituting a limit, I believe that the unthinkable
opens the horizon for the true revolutionary potential that the author identified in the Palestinian
movement. Consistent with the symbol of the target, I would even argue that Genet demonstrates
his ability to reason like a revolutionary Machiavelli. In The Prince (1532), the Italian political
thinker from the Renaissance advises the wise man willing to imitate the great man to act like a
skillful archer. Because the target toward greatness is distant, the wise archer needs to aim his
arrow much higher than the target in order to reach it eventually (19). Unlike Machiavelli, Genet
does not wish the fedayeen to imitate the great but to create a new kind of man, which explains
why for him the target no longer becomes the end but rather the means to implement change.
While not dismissing the fact that the Palestinians might reach their initial target, the recognition
of a proper state for their people, he focuses instead on the revolution that could come along the
way: “Ils retrouveront la Palestine, mais après un long détour qui les obligera peut-être à faire ou
à provoquer la révolution dans tout le monde arabe” (ED 90). In this case, the detour which
represents the means exceeds the end by opening the possibility for a revolutionary change. As
Neutres suggests, the process required for such a transfer of property implies the modification of
relations among individuals, a social disruption in which Genet invests his desire (295).
Beyond this individual wish, Genet transcribes several conversations that he had with
fedayeen who aspire as well to turn the negative or oppositional aspect of their revolt into a
political claim leading to a revolution (CA 142). Thanks to the translation of Abou Omar, the
author discovers that the fedayeen intend to use the liberation movement to further eliminate the
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structure of privileges in place in the Middle East and implement a more equal redistribution of
resources, especially oil, the black gold of the region: “Le pétrole est aux peuples, pas aux émirs”
(137). The Marxist rhetoric takes an even more radical turn in a later passage where Ali, a
fedayeen whose voice, according to Genet, could stand as the one of his other comrades,
expresses his desire for a revolution that would destroy, like fireworks, institutions built by
colonial imperialism, only leaving intact the oil wells belonging to the Arab people (359).
Accepting a territory in which the Palestinian people would have a governing structure with all
the institutions necessary for the well-functioning of society, national symbols, an organized
Army, in other words all the elements necessary for a nation to become a State, constitutes in the
eyes of the fedayeen “une hérésie tellement grave que même la penser comme seule hypothèse
était péché mortel, trahison à la révolution” (359). That is why in his fascination for these
fighters, Genet no longer assimilates Palestine to a territory but to an age, the age of youth
embodied by the fedayeen (358).
Beyond the future of Palestine, the author goes as far as describing the fedayeen as the
sketch or the prefiguration of a new type of human being (ED 92). Even their name which means
“the ones who sacrifice” suggests their commitment for a cause that is bigger than themselves.
The risk of death being perpetual truncates them from any sense of futurity which generates new
forms of relations that Genet enthusiastically observes daily while living on their base. He
praises the creation of a new form of camaraderie where men display to each other a subtle
courtesy or delicacy that contrasts with the the performance of virility conventionally exhibited
among soldiers. When asked by Genet if this form of friendship could be called love, a fedayeen
confirms to him that it is love, while at the same time specifying that in the dangerousness of his
situation, words and therefore categories have little importance (CA 121). While fedayeen have

74

developed a form of solidarity that transcends gender and attachment dichotomies, Genet
underlines that their devotion to collectivity is not at the expense of their individuality: “Les
feddayin étaient des surhommes en ce sens seulement qu’ils faisaient passer leurs désirs
individuels après l’urgence collective, allant ainsi à la victoire ou à la mort, cependant que
chacun restait un homme seul avec ses vibrations, ses désirs singuliers, et c’est probablement en
ces instants que guettait – mais je crois presque toujours surmontée – la tentation de trahir” (CA
368). Based on what Friedrich Nietzsche asserts in Thus Spoke Zarathustra (1883), where such a
concept originates, “surhomme” or superman qualifies people who, by extracting themselves
from the populace, have the courage to work on the future of mankind and not its reproduction
(422). In a state of transition, mankind, asserts Zarathustra, needs the superman whose
renunciation to God and favoring of self-care, enable him to engage in the path leading to
discovery and knowledge. Far from being quiet, such a journey generates in the superman a state
of fever and excess that corresponds well to the one experienced by the fedayeen in the heat of
the resistance movement. Furthermore, if their role as guide of the Palestinians and of the Arab
people similarly requires them to give precedence to the collective over their individual desires,
such a sacrifice does not include their singular desires. The threat of betraying consists in the
temptation to turn one’s singularity into one’s individuality. The fedayeen, like the superman,
operate on such a threshold. The preservation of singularity is actually what allows the
collectivity to explore and develop new ways of being and values, a poetic that contrasts with
prosaic daily life:
C’est peut-être par le biais d’un art poétique que chacun, au plus fort d’une entreprise
solidaire, peut sauvegarder une intimité et développer une sensibilité où se découvrent de
nouvelles formes et des valeurs nouvelles. Il serait fou de croire que les idées seules,
l’échange des idées et des actions communes suffit pour refaire le monde. Il faut cela sans
doute, mais aussi ce que chacun peut découvrir dans sa propre singularité (ED 94)
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As I have shown earlier, the art form that Genet identifies as prevalent in the Palestinian’s
movement is singing. His reflections on a poetic in which the singular could express itself along
a collective sense of belonging similarly comes from the fedayeen’s vocal performances. Each
fighter, he describes, invents his own melody that his comrades will subsequently pick up, thus
forming a canon that is popular not because of its traditionalist quality but rather because of its
novelty and spontaneity. Genet contrasts this autonomous co-creative act that accompanies the
disorderly march of the fedayeen from the orderly military songs that originate from the
colonialist army of the West and that celebrate empty symbols of heroism. Beyond the act of
singing, this distinction reveals a different approach on the ways to form and manage a collective
sense of belonging. While the soldiers enrolled in a traditional army follow orders the way they
follow already created songs, the fedayeen exert their singularity as subjects in their song as well
as in their commitment to the Palestinian cause. This could explain why the fedayeen resist the
temptation of betrayal to which Genet had succumbed to while he was a soldier in the colonial
army35. Their belonging to the collective results from the exercise of their freedom and their faith
in the struggle for which they fight.
If the fedayeen’s simultaneous invention of a new subjectivity and collectivity propelled
them to the level of stardom on the world stage, it came along nonetheless with the stigma of
terrorism. In the Captif, Genet uses a Palestinian fighter’s comment to offer an interpretation on
terrorism which, by focusing on territorial sovereignty, subverts conventional definitions of this
notion: “Dans ce domaine [terrorism], à côté d’eux [Israelis], à côté des Américains, à côté des
Européens, nous sommes évidemment des nains. Si la terre entière est le royaume de la terreur
nous savons à qui le devoir, vous distribuez la terreur en vous terrant. Les terroristes
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d’aujourd’hui et de qui je parle exposent volontairement leurs corps, la différence est là” (CA
21). The distinction between the underlying violence of world powers and the transparent
violence of the fedayeen is reminiscent of Genet's argument in “Violence et Brutalité.” In this
opinion piece published in Le Monde of September 1st, 1977, Genet defends the Red Army
Faction, a West German far-left militant organization founded in 1970, by claiming that their
violence results from the brutality of the system embodied by the German State and its allies, in
particular the United States. Brutality refers to what could be called violence institutionally
legitimized, which Genet denounces as the violence of the powerful. Considering, for example,
colonization as series of brutalities committed by the West, he argues that it is under such
circumstances that arises a form of violence that is liberating (ED 201). There is therefore on one
hand, brutality as an original violence that hides itself behind the claim of legitimacy, and on the
other hand, the violence that denounces the hypocrisy of brutality by operating in the open.
Going back now to the fedayeen’s comment, it is possible to see that the legitimacy he attributes
to Israel, Europe and the United States consists in territorial sovereignty. They commit their
brutality, “en [se] terrant,” meaning that they take advantage of the fact they have a land to
dissimulate the violence of their action. In contrast, it is having no territory like the Palestinians
that makes them terrorists36. Amin attributes to terrorism a performative quality in the sense that
the use of the term by sovereign states helps them to depict their enemies no longer as
adversaries but as monsters, which in fine provides legitimacy to the violence they use as
counteraction (166). In a later passage of the Captif, Genet provides a concrete example of the
double standard about violence in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict by recalling the killing
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It should be clear that by uncovering one of the biases that determines which violence is terrorist and which one is
considered legitimate, I do not seek to justify or approve any form of violence.
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committed by a commando of six Israeli men against three leaders of the PLO and the wife of
one of them. He denounces the fact that the international press favored the term “assassination”
over “terrorist attack” in their report because such an act originated from Israel, a sovereign
territory (220).
In parallel with his insistence on the high degree of violence perpetrated by Israel and the
Western world more broadly, Genet seeks to rehabilitate the image of the Palestinian resistance
by no longer associating it with terrorism but rather with goodwill and hospitality. In a story
astutely surrounding the passage about the Israeli commando against the PLO leaders, the author
recounts a night that he spent at the house of Hamza, one of the fedayeen, because of the
intensification of combats in Irbid, a Jordanian camp. In his recollection of the event, Genet
underlines the fact that Hamza and other fedayeen would refer to him as a friend, “un ami,”
rather than by his name, which suggests that in the camp, affinity supplanted origin and identity.
Similarly introducing him to his mother as a friend, Hamza further specifies that Genet is a
Christian who does not believe in God. Far from being anecdotical, this information leads
Hamza’s mother to the conclusion that she should provide food to her guest who does not follow
the Ramadan fast (CA 222-223). While his specificity as a non-Muslim could have generated a
form of rejection, Genet reveals instead his experience of what Jacques Derrida calls
unconditional hospitality, a welcoming that says yes before any determination, anticipation, or
identification. This form of hospitality, Derrida specifies, differs from that practiced in JudeoChristian traditions which supposes the respect of various kind of conditions established in
relation to family, civil society, and the State (73). The rules or laws determining the conditions
of hospitality come from a will to maintain a sense of mastery within what is considered a home
or a country whereas unconditional hospitality by operating beyond cultural and territorial
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differentiation threatens, as a lawless law, any form of power: “La loi est au-dessus des lois. Elle
est donc illégale, transgressive, hors la loi, comme une loi anomique, nomos a-nomos, loi audessus des lois et loi hors la loi (anomos, nous nous en souvenons, c’est ainsi par exemple qu’on
caractérise Oedipe, le père-fils, le fils comme père, père et frère de ses filles)” (Derrida 73-75).
The association made by Derrida between the law and the process of naming and positioning
similarly applies to Genet who, benefiting from an unconditional hospitality in the camp of Irbid,
reflects on the possibilities of transgressing biological affiliations and chronologies thanks to his
anonymity. In place of Oedipus, Genet refers to the Virgin Mary who came after her son Jesus,
who Himself preceded His Father, in his reflections on Hamza and his mother. Through the
mobilization of such a divine disruption of chronological kinship, he envisions himself as taking
the position and the role of the son after the mother brings him coffee the same way she does
with Hamza, who had left at night for combat: “Pour une nuit et le temps d’un acte simple
cependant nombreux, un vieillard plus âgé qu’elle devenait le fils de la mère car ‘j’étais avant
qu’elle ne fut’. Plus jeune que moi, durant cette action familière – familiale ? – elle fut,
demeurant celle de Hamza, ma mère” (CA 231). Playing on the contiguity of familiar and
familial, Genet favors a symbolical logic over a biological one which allows an old French man
to be adopted by a younger Palestinian mother for one night. Haunted by this encounter, the poet
confesses that the couple formed by Hamza and his mother came to symbolize for him the
Palestinian resistance far more than any Palestinian hero or military victory (CA 242). Such an
assertion further attests to Genet’s wish to see the Palestinian struggle giving up ideals of power
and domination in favor of a solidarity among disenfranchised subjects that overcomes
biological, national, and cultural divisions.
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Agreeing with Neutres’ observation, I consider that Genet’s first trip among the fedayeen
expresses the desire of an activist for an inclusive “we,” while the second one, undertaken ten
years later, marks the rebirth of the authorial figure that says “you” (120). This contrast
originates from the conjunction of two main reasons, one personal and the other historical.
Diagnosed with throat cancer in 1974, Genet, in the beginning of the 1980s, was in a very low
physical and mental state. Depressed by his life in Paris, he had not published any text since
1977 with the exception of few interviews, and he had most of all lost hope in finishing the book
about the Palestinians on which he had been working for years (ED 405). In an interview with
Jérôme Hankins, Leila Shahid, a Palestinian friend of Genet, explains that as an attempt to lift up
his spirit, she had asked him to write an article about the siege of Beirut by the Israeli army in
June 1982 (Chatila 23). Genet initially refused, doubting the relevance of such a project given
the fact that he had not been in the region since his departure in 1970. Realizing that the end of
the siege in August constituted an opportunity to go there again, he nonetheless changed his
mind and expressed his desire to join Shahid in her travel plans. In her interview with Hankins,
she underlines the revitalizing effect that Genet experienced once back in the Middle East (27).
On September 13th, one day after their arrival, he and Shahid witnessed the departure of the
international coalition from Beirut. The following day, an attack on the headquarters of the
Phalanges, the Lebanese Christian political party, killed several people including the President of
the Republic, Béchir Gemayel. This event led to the return of the Israeli army in Beirut, which
arrived in September 15th and circled the Chatila and Sabra camps of Palestinian refugees based
in the south of the city. From the 16th to the 18th, these camps would be the sites of the massacre
committed by the Phalanges who, in retaliation for the assassination of Gemayel, killed between
1,500 and 5,000 Palestinian refugees including women and children (ED 405). Trying to enter
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the camps after having heard of the attack from a friend working there as a nurse, Genet and
Shahid faced the block of the Israeli army, indifferent to what was happening. Pretending to be
journalists, they would only be able to gain access to the camps on the 19th once the massacre
was completed. Extremely shocked by the event, Genet asked to return to France on the 22nd and
decided to write a month later a text describing what he saw. Entitled “Quatre heures à Chatila,”
the article was published on January 1st, 1983, in the Revue d’études palestiniennes.
In the manner of a journalistic report, Genet starts his text by providing an account of the
cadavers he encountered with extremely graphic and disturbing precision. Beyond the shocking
number of bodies strewn through the camp, he particularly insists on the multiple acts of
mutilation they manifest, their pungent smell, and the overwhelming presence of flies on them.
More than the Phalanges who committed the killings, Genet holds Israel responsible for
orchestrating the attack and violating the treaty that guaranteed the safety of the Palestinian
population living in the camp. Genet dismisses any potential doubt on the implication of Israel
by insisting on its previous bombings on Palestinians and its long lasting will to destroy them
(ED 257). However, despite the apparent asymmetrical configuration of the conflict, such a
project of destruction, he argues, is doomed to fail because Palestinians still possess, even in the
most difficult of times, the capacity to turn misery into glory: “C'est ne rien comprendre au coeur
humain que nier que des hommes peuvent s'attacher et s'enorgueillir de misères visibles et cet
orgueil est possible car la misère visible a pour contrepoids une gloire cachée” (ED 256). In a
rhetorical style similar to that elaborated in the Journal, Genet reverts the process of
dehumanization operated by Israelis on Palestinians by suggesting that the former are actually
the ones who became the cold-blooded killers who fail to understand the human heart. This
change of perspective further leads him to assert that no matter how desperate the Palestinians
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are, they still have the capacity to mobilize the unaltered weapon of pride that grows under any
forms of misery.
More than a state of mind, pride affects bodies, which, as they free themselves from
oppression, manifest what Genet characterizes as a specific kind of beauty: “par la beauté
entendons une insolence rieuse que narguent la misère passée, les systèmes et les hommes
responsables de la misère et de la honte, mais insolence rieuse qui s’aperçoit que l’éclatement,
hors de la honte, était facile” (ED 261). Rather than physical, the beauty for which Genet
advocates is moral and political in the sense that it derives from the freedom that disenfranchised
subjects find once they take their distance from hegemonic systems and people producing the
misery and shame in which they were ensnared. If Genet assimilates such a beauty to a laughing
insolence, it is because it requires a form of irony or mockery in order to resist to the taunt of
hegemonic orders at once excluding and unescapable. The author not only claims that such a
phenomenon is actually easy but also provides a concrete example by underlining how Arabic
workers became beautiful throughout the process of decolonization in Algeria (261). Like the
Algerians with French colonialism, the fedayeen can break their subjugation and invent a new
form of freedom (251).
Underlining the crucial message delivered in “Quatre heures à Chatila,” Leila Shahid
goes so far as to qualify it as the prologue of the Captif, the long-lasting project about the
Palestinian resistance that had remained in gestation until that time. Interestingly, she further
specifies the fact that the prologue had been imposed on Genet, meaning that the historical
tragedy that he witnessed left him no choice but writing: “lui qui s’ennuyait, qui me disait la nonraison de son existence, s’était trouvé où il fallait, au moment où il fallait, avec qui il fallait. Et
donc l’écriture s’était imposée. Comme si le monde était organisé pour lui. Comme si ce camp
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était un théâtre qui s’était installé devant lui pour qu’il puisse en témoigner” (44). While Shahid
nuances with the use of “comme si” the fact that such a historical event was likely to happen
while Genet was in Beirut, I would like to suggest that the adventurous life with which the author
decided to reconnect highly contributed to such a contingency. As a remedy to boredom, which
deprives the subject from any reason to exist, in other words, from any sense of futurity, the
adventure, Jankelevitch explains, consists of anticipating what is about to happen, to favor the
advent over the event (12). This inclination for always being ahead could also explain why
instead of being an end in itself “Quatre heures à Chatila” constituted an impulse not only to
write more but also to travel more. Indeed, Genet returned to the Middle East in 1984 in search
of Hamza and his mother whom he considered as the core of his future book (Chatila 44). In
Irbid, he was able to meet with the mother from whom he learned that Hamza, who had been
injured, had been sent to Germany where he decided to remain. During his visit, Genet observes
that while the mother was in her fifties in 1970, she looked like she was eighty years old in 1984
(CA 478). In a footnote, he substitutes the verb “to look like” (paraître in French) with “to have”
(avoir quatre-vingts ans) – the verb used to denote age – to reinforce the actual physical decay of
the mother, which parallels that of the Palestinian resistance movement.
The critical situation observed by Genet accorded with his own declining health might
have dissipated the remaining doubts that he had about writing a book about the Palestinians. It
is important to recall that while Genet had initially consented to such a project at the behest of
Arafat, he had nonetheless shown a certain level of reluctance by saying that he would finish the
book once the Palestinians had completed their revolution (Neutres 239). Agreeing with Neutres,
who justifies such a position by Genet’s fear to be assimilated to a writer for a political party, I
believe that the approach of death led him to consider the Captif no longer as a command but
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rather as an opportunity to share through his experience with the Palestinians and the Black
Panthers what had driven his life and his writing practice. Shahid defends a similar idea by
observing how the fragmented construction of the book, which she compares to the technique of
weaving, corresponds to the way Genet constructed his life: “Il a passé sa vie à tisser sa vie, à
travers des continents, des peuples, des cultures, des langues. Un va-et-vient incessant qui
détruisait espace et temps, comme son livre” (64).
The parallel between the weaving of various times and spaces in the book and Genet’s
nomadic lifestyle is also echoed in the distinction between “littérature engagée” and “littérature
compromise” elucidated by the Spanish writer Juan Goytisolo, who was a close friend of the
author. While “littérature engagée” is a form of literature that illustrates the adhesion of the
author to a political idea in a specific historical circumstance, “littérature compromise” supposes
a radical investment of the self in a political reality that goes beyond the support of certain
ideology (Neutres 246). From such a definition, it is possible to consider the Captif as a form of
“littérature compromise” in the sense that it recounts how Genet shaped his subjectivity across
his political commitments while resisting the fixation that could generate partisanship. My
reading of Genet as an adventurer corroborates Neutres’ observation, which connects the
adventure to an “expérience compromise.” Using the typology of traveling created by Sartre,
Neutres further establishes a distinction between adventure and the cultural trip, motivated by a
touristic interest, and the political trip, which obeys a particular circumstance (250). Unlike these
two limited forms of traveling, the adventure chosen by Genet was open-ended. This non-fixity
that Edward Said also noticed in the author of the Captif preserved the non-domestication of his
singular sensitivity while generating intense collective experiences for causes that were
revolutionary and in constant movement (81-82). Even his decision to be buried in Larache,
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Morocco instead of France attests his radical commitment to disidentify with the hegemonic
nation where he was born. Arriving in North Africa with the mention “immigrated worker”
written on the package carrying his coffin, Genet ironically proved his potential to subvert
conventions beyond death.
As Denis Provencher suggests with the expression “Next Gene(t)ration” that he uses as a
title for his chapter dedicated to the author in Queer French: Globalization, Language, and
Sexual Citizenship in France, Genet left behind him a legacy for homosexuals who seek to
develop a subversive culture for sexual minorities. More than a writer, Genet has become an
archetype for the representation of a gay subculture that embraces dissidence and refuses to be
caught in the trap of identity (59). The combination of a non-identitarian strategy with an
economy of signs and symbols referring to a particular sexual minority will inspire many gays
and lesbians to queer the understanding of citizenship and develop a non-normative and openended sense of belonging. While Provencher mainly focuses on the issue of sexual citizenship,
which I also address in chapter two in my analysis of gay activism with FHAR, the subsequent
chapters further analyze how Genet inspired Hocquenghem, Despentes, and Taïa, to establish
political connections between non-normative sexuality and other minority aspects37.
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While Hocquenghem and Taïa explicitly acknowledge the impact that Genet had on their literary and critical
perspectives, Despentes only mentions him briefly in King Kong Théorie.
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CHAPTER 2: GUY HOCQUENGHEM’S GAY CRUISING: UNLIMITED DESIRE FOR
UNCHARTED HORIZONS

“Rasdep!” The circumstances under which such an odd expression emerges recall the
kind of adventures Genet himself favors. Guy Hocquenghem, the narrator, walks down some
obscure street in a suburban area in search of a public urinal, “une pissotière mal famée” (RE38
29). Witnessing the scene, two other men, whom he describes as “voyous,” or thugs, understand
his ultimate sexual motive and consequently scream at him: “Rasdep.” While pronounced,
according to the narrator, out of spite, the words call him out and lead him to a state of selfreflection. Finally, he realizes that what he heard was a form of verlan, the speech act used in
French slang that inverts the syllables of words. “Rasdep” stands as a somewhat imperfect verlan
of “pédéraste,” a linguistic inversion ironically characterizing a sexual one. Therefore, it is
possible to consider such an interjection as an insult similar to the more conventional “sale
pédé.” According to Didier Eribon, insulting is a performative act in the sense that it imposes a
social verdict on the targeted person. In the case of the homophobic insult, the victim is
dispossessed of agency and reduced to his deviant sexuality (31). While Hocquenghem similarly
experienced an initial shock, the unfamiliar aspect of the insult to which he has been the object
allows him to reappropriate it and turn “rasdep” into “Race d’Ep.” Rather than a derogatory
term, this self-nomination marks the narrator’s acknowledgement of his belonging to a different
world, which has a different story and even a different history.
According to the philosopher René Scherer, Hocquengem’s “Race d’Ep” attributes to
race a historical origin which opportunely replaces the Proustian “Race Maudite,” ascribing to
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homosexuals a disempowering biological determinism (RE 19). In addition to considering
homosexuality as a historical construction, Hocquenghem emphasizes the fact that it is a recent
one. Following Foucault’s insight in La volonté de savoir (1976), he explains that homosexuality
is a product of modernity, which has categorized it in order to better control such a deviation
from the heterosexual norm (34). Even though he qualifies this category as “psycho-policière,”
in reference to the role played by psychiatry and justice in the construction of homosexuality,
Hocquenghem does not deny either the fact that homosexuals have themselves participated in the
elaboration of their own theoretical confinement (40). As an example, he refers to the fact that in
Germany, the word “homosexual” had been used by the Hungarian doctor Karoly Maria Benkert
in order to protect the victims of a repressive measure established by the Prussian penal code
against acts considered against nature. Intended to be a defensive strategy, this nominating
gesture had the counter-effect since it actually contributed to the stigmatization of homosexuals
(42). Beyond this repressive aspect, Hocquenghem underlines the fact that the neologism
“homosexual” naturalized a sexual orientation into an identity that has problematically shaped
many subjects: “Il nous faut renoncer à croire que ce nom-là est la forme enfin trouvée d’une
réalité simple et isolable. Il faut s’interroger sur ce nom, parce qu’il nous ‘fait,’ d’une certaine
manière, qu’il crée par collages la fausse simplicité d’un truisme vital” (45). From such a
statement, it is possible to understand how the unfamiliar term “Race d’Ep” represents for
Hocqueghem a post-modern gesture that complexifies the simple reality that homosexuality had
so far created for subjects with non-normative sexualities.
Revealing the historicity of homosexuality is not synonymous with writing a history of
homosexuality, or at least in the way history has operated as a discipline. On the contrary,
historicity allows Hocquenghem to challenge the unitary discourse of history which relies on

87

linear continuity and propose instead a collection of different images which throughout a century
contributed to the creation of a marginal sexuality and culture39. Interestingly, the foreword of
the 2018 edition of Race d’Ep suggests that the transgression of the historical discourse resides
in Hocquenghem’s favoring of a geographical approach and that for this reason, his text should
be read as “un guide de voyage à l’intérieur de l’architecture invisible de l’homosexualité” (9). I
believe that the spatiality evoked in this quote implies two aspects, one literal and the other
figurative, which, while distinctive, are coextensive in Hocquenghem’s theoretical work.
Figuratively, the travel refers to the mobility of sexual desire and its protean quality within the
singular fixed signifier “homosexualité.” In a literal sense, the travel suggests that homosexuality
is a category that developed in different regions of the world, and that the experiences of sexual
minorities in these different cultures have been influencing each other. The two meanings are
coextensive given that the multiple origins of homosexuality and the multiple directions it has
been taking derives from the multidirectional aspect of desire.
That is why the foreword, following Hocquenghem, advocates for an understanding of
the world that would match the immeasurable aspect of desire: “il n'y a pas de terre promise pour
les homosexuels. Il y avait à en inventer une qui ne se fixe pas en un État, qui n'apparaisse pas en
surface capturable. Un contre-monde sans carte ni boussole, ou pour dire avec les mots de Walter
Benjamin 'un messianisme sans messie.' Le communautarisme sexuel où l'on attendrait un Jésus
gay rédempteur est un délire occidental qui, espérons-le, ne verra jamais le jour” (12).
Concurring with this quote, I will show in this chapter how Hocquenghem considers
homosexuality as a position having the potential to invent new forms of collectivity which
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Race d’Ep was indeed published in 1979 which corresponds more or less to a century after the categorization of
homosexuality, which, according to Foucault, dates back to 1870 with Karl Westphal's famous 1870 article on
“Contrary Sexual Feeling.”
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participate in the reorganization of politics and the world order in a minor way. In this context,
“minor” means more than the politics conducted by a minority group in order to obtain certain
social rights, in the case of Hocquenghem, homosexuals and gay rights. Following Deleuze and
Guattari’s theory, minor also implies that the minorities engaging in politics do not seek to
occupy a majority position, that is, a position of power over other groups of individuals. This
renunciation to ruling over others does not correspond to a compliance to a given hierarchy but
rather an opposition to the existing social order that relies on the conflict of interests between
several identity groups. The counter or minor world advocated by Hocqueghem is without map
nor compass because it does not subscribe to a sense of belonging determined by stable identities
and practices. Rather than being organized and unidirectional, a minor community manifests its
multiplicity without establishing fixed power relations. Advocating for a messianism without a
messiah similarly guarantees the rise of a collective organization which, instead of imposing a
unitarian model to follow welcomes various forms of associations and belongings. No matter
how promising this political horizon might appear, it seems important nonetheless to underline
that the ambitions that such a utopian discourse displays, do not go without ambiguities.
However, I would argue that these ambiguities do not constitute the downfall but rather the very
innovative force on which Hocquenghem capitalizes for rethinking a collective attuned to the
singularity of desiring subjects.
The first ambiguity that needs to be addressed about Hocquenghem’s activism is that
despite its supposed promotion of a messianism without a messiah, he became in the beginning
of the 1970s the face of the first homosexual radical movement to exist in France, FHAR, or
Front Homosexuel d’Action Révolutionnaire. The main reason leading Hocquenghem to embody
the movement comes from an interview that he gave to the Nouvel Observateur. Published on
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January 10, 1972 under the title “Je devenais homosexuel,” the article begins with “Je m’appelle
Guy Hocquenghem. J’ai vingt-cinq ans.” In the social context of that time, the public
juxtaposition of homosexuality with an information as intimate as a first and last name represents
a daring gesture, which will have direct political consequences on two levels. The first reaction
following the publication of the interview, came from conservatives who, defending the
traditional values of family, considered the representation of homosexuality without explicit
condemnation appaling, given that same-sex acts were still punishable by law. In addition to this
somewhat expected hostility, Antoine Idier underlines the outburst generated by the article
among leftist activist groups, which criticized FHAR’s strategy to focus on Hocquenghem as an
individual over the collective (93). Attributing individualism to a bourgeois aspect, these radical
movements tended to favor publications addressing collective concerns and supported by
multiple signatories. This observation shows how Hocquenghem’s interview changed not only
the discourse around homosexuality but also brought innovation to the practice of activism by
articulating singularity to a collective movement. It is not because he only speaks for himself that
his voice cannot speak to other subjects who, like him, no longer accept to live in shame and fear
because of their sexual orientation. Despite the revolutionary outcomes deriving from the claims
that the personal is political, Hocquenghem could not deny, however, the fact that his interview
which consisted of a coming-out as confession placed him in the position as spokeperson for
homosexuality. Identifying this tendency as a “fusion entre [s]on 'je' et ce territoire de
l'homosexualité publique,” he shares in La dérive homosexuelle (1973) his desire to free himself
from such an equation40. He explains that if his personal homosexual becoming in the public eye
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It is interesting to note that Hocquenghem uses the verb “se déprendre” to describe the action of freeing himself,
which is the exact term that Foucault will use later in the introduction of his Histoire de la sexualité, l’usage des
plaisirs (1984): “se déprendre de soi-même” (14).
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constituted a decisive step, it cannot recover the reality of his self that is not only more complex
but also constantly moving.
In order to go beyond this “moment de coïncidence ou plutôt de recouvrement” between
his self and homosexuality, Hocquenghem promotes “une longue fuite” along four main axes.
According to him, it is important to avoid (“fuir”) institutionalization, humanization, virilization,
and unification. In the first part of this chapter, I will analyze the influence of these “lignes de
fuite” on the author’s theorization of homosexuality and the practice of political activism. By
favoring desire over identity, as reflected in the title of his first essay Le désir homosexuel
(1972), Hocquenghem challenges the establishment of sexual categories like heterosexuality and
homosexuality which unify and codify multidirectional and undetermined attractions and
attachments. In addition to resisting against unification, I will show how, by refusing the model
of the heterosexual family, the homosexual desire further redefines relations toward reproduction
and futurity that questions the stability of the self and its reliance on humanism. While sharing
similarities with Lee Edelman’s queer antisocial thesis, Hocquenghem’s radical theory does not
go as far as dismissal of homosexuals from politics given that it led to the creation of FHAR, a
political collective committed to redefine the French social contract. The promotion of disorder
and refusal of institutionalization allowed FHAR to give a voice to minorities and singularities
that had up until that time been silenced. Beyond the inclusion of any kind of homosexuals,
including effeminate queens, the group, self-described as a “movement,” expanded its political
goal beyond sexual rights and expressed solidarity with any subject falling outside of the realm
of normalcy. Rather than blindly celebrating the open-ended solidarity of FHAR, I acknowledge
the limits of such an organization, which nonetheless favored the interests of gay men over the
ones from the other groups with which they sided. After the departure of lesbians and feminists,
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who, beyond having felt excluded from political discussions, fully disengaged after racist
statements by some members of the movement, FHAR collapsed in 1974.
In the second part of this chapter, I analyze in detail the racist tendencies displayed by
FHAR especially in its expressed solidarity with immigrant workers, whose majority comes from
the former French colonies of North Africa. Even though the homosexuals’ solidarity with Arab
immigrants relies on a shared experience of social oppression and therefore “foreigness” toward
France, FHAR activists show, in a publication like “Trois Milliards de Pervers. Grande
Encyclopédie des homosexualités” (1973) orientalist tendencies that revealed their inability to
fully take into account the experience of foreigners and undermined their inclusive political
gesture. The practice of métissage advertised by Hocquenghem in La beauté du métis (1979)
constitutes, I argue, a response to the prior limits exposed in the activism of FHAR. More than an
encounter between two cultures, métissage consists in a mixing resulting from a mutual undoing
of these two cultures. Finally, I will show how beyond its similarities with the indeterminacy of
sexual desire promoted by Hocquenghem, this approach to foreignness leads to an understanding
of the world in a minor way that challenges the nation states and their hegemonic if not
imperialistic tendencies. Le gay voyage (1980) illustrates the ways in which homosexuals have
already been inventing new ways of life which, in the words of Jack Halberstam, elaborate queer
understandings of time and space that oppose the gay tourism that simultaneously emerged and
reflected the problematic contributions of gay culture to capitalism and normativity.
Hocquenghem’s novel L’amour en relief (1982) further allows him to expand his reflections on
the advent of a posthuman age where his protagonist navigates the world and social space
regardless of his origins, sexuality, or any category, and therefore experience a singular or queer
sense of belonging.
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Part 1: “We Are Not Unstable but in Movement”: Resisting Identity and Political Fixations

Transcending Sexual Categorization with Desire
Even though Guy Hocquenghem became the public face of the homosexual liberation
movement in France after his 1972 interview for the Nouvel Observateur, his first essay Le désir
homosexuel published in the same year had already denounced the oppressive effects of
homosexuality as an identity category. Instead of jumping right back into the box of identity
recognition, Hocquenghem views coming out as an opportunity to fully resist against what he
calls the arbitrary cut in the uninterrupted and polymorphic flux of desire (12). According to him,
the division between heterosexual and homosexual desires is a social construction that produces
effects of power, where homosexuality as a category plays the negative function of gathering to
better exclude any sexual subjects deviating from the heterosexual norm. By calling it a “psychopolicière” category, Hocquenghem emphasizes on the two disciplinary institutions that
elaborated the definition and position of modern homosexuality: medicine and particularly
psychology and psychoanalysis, and the police.
In the first chapter of his essay, he reminds the reader how the criminalization of
homosexuality has actually been a recent process, initiated under the Vichy Regime and
perpetuated after the Liberation. Indeed, Article 331 of February 8, 1945, uses the same terms as
the ruling of Maréchal Petain implemented in August 6, 1942 to punish acts considered indecent
or against nature with a minor of one’s own sex and under the age of 21. More than a simple
continuity, Hocquenghem mentions a second law on homosexuality from November 25,1960,
which penalizes more homosexual rather than heterosexual public indecency. Homosexuals risk
six months to three years of prison and a penalty of 100 to 15,000 francs, whereas heterosexuals
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are only subject to pay a maximum of 4,500 francs with no jail time. In addition, the deputy
Pierre Mirguet passed a sub-amendment for homosexuality to be included in the 1960 law on
“social scourges” besides alcoholism and tuberculosis. The homophobia that Hocquenghem
identifies not only in Vichy, in the Gaullist regime but also in the Communist Party to which he
has been close as a student in the École Normale Supérieure, finds its roots, according to him, in
the supremacy given to the heterosexual family (34). The influence of the heterosexual family
structure on the political power is reinforced by psychoanalysis, which Hocquenghem criticizes
for the homophobic turn such a discipline has taken. While he celebrates Freud’s discovery of
the libido, the energy of sexual drive that is an important component of life, he condemns
psychoanalysis’ advocacy to control and redirect any form of desire deviating from the
heterosexual model into other social forms. Called sublimation, this process, which consists in
transforming socially unacceptable impulses into acceptable practices and behavior, is manifest
in social institutions and practices such as the army, school, church, or sports, which,
Hocquenghem specifices, appear to be simultaneously homosocial and hostile to homosexuals.
Far from being surprising, this aspect illustrates the repressive role of sublimation which shut
down patent homosexuality in favor of latent homosexuality41 (35). By pathologizing
homosexuality, psychoanalysis succeeded not only in legitimizing the repressive system but also
in having homosexuals interiorizing the guilt of their sexual preference (37). A good
homosexual, Hocquenghem observes, is a homosexual aware of his abjection and willing to enter
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See Sedgwick’ Between Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire (1985) for an analysis on the
distinction between “homosocial” and “homosexual,” which shows how promiscuity in male-bonding may
generate fear and hatred of homosexuality.
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the process of the cure. The social fate offered for such a subject remains limited to the
alternative of being a perverse homosexual or a neurotic one (50).
Dissatisfied with such a diagnosis, Hocquenghem goes back to early Sigmund Freud,
who describes children as perverse polymorphs, meaning that they indiscriminately attach their
desire to parts of their body or objects. The choice toward a particular object, for example
feminine or masculine, results from social constraints that Hocquenghem, in the wake of the
essay published by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari a few months before his own, attributes to
the Oedipal structure. In L’anti-Oedipe (1972), Deleuze and Guattari explain how
psychoanalysis conceptualized desire as a lack in order to control social behavior and ensure the
reproduction of the family structure. The child’s normal development supposes indeed the
renunciation of desire toward the parent of the opposite sex. This attraction further originates
from the centrality given to the phallus, which, as a symbol, associates power with the male
sexual organ. On one hand, boys, having a phallus like their fathers, choose their mothers as a
sexual object and fear their fathers who could castrate them. On the other hand, girls do not have
a phallus but want one. It is this penis envy which justifies their attraction toward their father.
Deleuze and Guattari vehemently attack the oedipal regulation of psychoanalysis, which limits
subjects’ sexual experiences to the heterosexual paradigm. Far from undermining the
significance of the unconscious that psychoanalysis had uncovered, they propose instead to
explore it outside the lens of the Oedipus complex and claim by doing so that desire is not a lack
but a flux that generates connections and disconnections without any hierarchies or rules.
The liberation of desire in their counter-model, which they call “Schizo-Analyse,” comes
at the cost of one’s identity, the “I” whose stability relies on the respect of a certain codification.
Deleuze and Guattari urge their readers to think of selfhood not as a unity but as an ongoing
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process of molecules that do and undo the subject. By allowing the individual to escape the
burden of normativity and elaborate new forms of becoming for minorities, such a revolutionary
approach constitutes, according to Hocquenghem, the best alternative for the homosexual desire:
“Il y a donc deux versants dans ce que nous désignons par le terme de désir homosexuel: une
montée vers la sublimation, vers le Surmoi, vers l’angoisse sociale; une descente vers les abysses
du désir non personnalisé et non codifié. Et il est bon de tenter, à l’inverse de Gide, de suivre sa
pente pourvu qu’elle descende. Ce côté du désir est celui du branchement des organes sans loi ni
règle” (DH 59). Unlike Gide who in Corydon (1920) attempts to socially legitimize
homosexuality by using pederasty in Ancient Greece as a model, Hocquenghem adopts an
antisocial position in the sense that he rejects the process of normalization by going down the
path of a desubjectivizing desire.
Still following the insights of Deleuze and Guattari, Hocquenghem acknowledges that the
exit from the Oedipal structure requires challenging the centrality of the phallus, which acts as
the determinant of any identification and social relations: “Le corps est centré autour du phallus
comme la société autour du chef” (DH 60). The body part that Hocquenghem identifies as the
most strategical to disrupt the domination of the phallus and guarantee the loss of the self in the
abyss of desire is the anus. In the psychoanalytical development, the anal stage represents the
step during which the anus ends up being associated with the excrement and therefore becomes a
shameful and intimate organ leading to the understanding of oneself as a private and individual
person. The privatization of the anus corresponds to an act of sublimation since the libidinal
energy leaves such a zone for being redirected toward the phallus. In his text, Hocquenghem
advocates for the collective and libidinal reinvestment of the anus in order to resist the
domination of the phallus at the micro-level (personhood and family) and the macro-level (social
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institutions) (68). Therefore, it is possible to understand that beyond the personal benefits
generated by the liberation of homosexual desire, the desublimation of the anus disrupts the
social cohesion that guaranteed its stability and productivity through latent homosexual desire
and the domination of the phallus. The desiring investment toward the anus further equates the
loss of sexual identity given that any individual has one, regardless of gender. By stating that
sexual identity is “la certitude d’appartenir au monde des maîtres ou la crainte d’en être exclu”
(67), Hocquenghem underlines the socio-political aspect of sexual identity and envisions through
the desublimation of the anus the decline of the world of masters, in which heterosexual men
comforted their domination role thanks to the prevalence of the phallus and its subsequent law of
the Father.
In exchange, Hocquenghem advocates for the creation of a new relational form
overcoming exclusions and hierarchies thanks to an antisocial agenda. That is why he invites
readers to consider the homosexual desire as “l’inengendrant-inengendré, la terreur des familles
en ce qu’il produit sans se reproduire” (72). Against the focus on reproduction promoted by the
model of the heterosexual family, he exhorts homosexuals to live themselves as “une fin de
race,” an expression that is reminiscent of the one of “race maudite” employed by Proust in
Sodome et Gomorrhe (1921) and mentioned by Hocquenghem earlier in the Désir homosexuel.
“Race maudite” refers to the shame experienced by homosexuals who consider themselves
abnormal. Despite their gathering in a form of “confrérie,” of brotherhood, they are wary of the
fact that their association would reveal their secret sexual deviance. For example, Charlus,
Proust’s most famous homosexual character, shows great hostility toward sexual inversion, a
term referring to the idea that some homosexual men would actually be women trapped in a male
body or vice versa. Equating this incompatibility to the inability of becoming a being, an “être,”

97

Proust’s “race maudite” condemns homosexuality to a “mal d’être” (DH 54). However,
Hocquenghem prefers to identify in the scene describing the sexual encounter between Charlus
and Jupien a potential to free the homosexual desire from its social burden. Comparing their
intercourse to the process of pollination where the male flower turns his stamen toward the
insect, Proust subverts the phallic approach of sexuality: “Ces fleurs n’ont point de sexe, ils sont
la machine même du désir sexuel” (55). According to Hocquenghem, the absence of
identification, of signification, in sexual desire consequently challenges the prevalence of shame
and secrecy in the gathering of homosexuals: “Plus de confréries, plus de secrets, une après-midi
ensoleillée dans une cour” (55). Hocquenghem rather subscribes to this Proustian view of
homosexuality which resists the temptation of rebuilding Sodome: “pas besoin de rebâtir une
patrie perdue, une territorialisation perverse pour le désir” (56). Despite the necessity to create a
homosexual movement, it is necessary to not fall back into the same strategical mistakes by
creating a collective with well-defined boundaries determining who belongs and who does not.
That is why Hocquenghem advocates for the advent of a form of relation that would remain
below what one would define as a society: “l’homosexuel indique la possibilité d’une autre
forme de relation qu’on osera à peine appeler société” (75).
The reluctance to participate in the establishment of a society does not mean however that
homosexual subjects are alienated from one another. On the contrary, the homosexual desire
promoted by Hocquenghem is what he calls “a group desire” (76). It is only the modality of
gathering that changes. Unlike the heterosexual desire that operates according to a mode of
“either… or…,” the homosexual one encompasses diverse tendencies along the mode of “and…
and” (83). The “either... or...” approach consists in a choice that determines if the subject enters
the realm of normality or not, meaning that they direct their attraction toward the proper object,
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the opposite sex. The “and...and...” approach adopted by Hocquenghem not only prevents from
making a value judgement based on sexual preference but also overcomes any form of
dichotomy. Indeed, beyond the questioning of the primacy given to genitality, to having a
phallus or not, the homosexual desire's opening to connections between organs without rules or
laws, transcends the division between public and private, individual and social, usually at stake
in the formation of groups (76). Furthermore, what binds the collective does not derive from a
vertical but rather a horizontal approach of social relations. While normative society follows the
structure of the Oedipian family with the succession of age (from childhood to maturity) and of
generations (from the parents to their offspring through inheritance), the homosexual movement
favors an “and…and…” mode of transmission that radically changes its approach toward the
future: “le mouvement homosexuel se rapporte à l'inengendré-inengendrant du désir orphelin en
ce qu'il ignore la succession des générations comme étapes vers le mieux-vivre. Il ne sait pas ce
que signifie le sacrifice pour les générations à venir” (116). Because homosexual desire remains
orphan in the sense that it does not produce any children, it does not consider the coming of
future generations as a valuable parameter to determine social well-being. The horizontal
structuring of the homosexual movement combines itself with the primacy of the present over
what Lee Edelman calls “reproductive futurism” (4).
Taking inspiration from Hocquenghem, Edelman's No Future identifies the ways in
which focus on the child and its safety constitutes an ideological instrument used to reproduce
heteronormative values by disqualifying non-normative voices from the political realm. Because
these radical voices represent a threat to the child who supposedly needs the stability of the
family and by extension, society, the status quo must prevail. The child has become a
disciplinary image that maintains social order by guaranteeing its reproduction. Far from being
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satisfied from the idea that society is good enough in the present time and has to remain as such,
Hocquenghem and Edelman propose aiming for better by renouncing the weight of social
viability and embracing instead the negative side of non-normativity: homosexual desire in
Hocquenghem's term, and queerness, in Edelman's. Following Sedgwick's comment on the fact
that Hocquenghem was a precursor of queer theory (175), I would argue that both terms share
the same strategic position toward identity. By stating that queerness is a “ceaseless
disappropriation of propriety,” Edelman aims to make a distinction with the reliance of the
LGBTQ movement on identity in its struggle against normative society. Queerness' advantage is
that it overcomes the tendency of oppositional politics to reinforce the dominant order.
Edelman's queer negativity echoes Hocquenghem's homosexual desire which advocates for antihumanism in order to avoid political recuperation. By undoing the codes that bind the individual
to their identity and their position in society, the homosexual desire participates in the
simultaneous dissolution of normative society and what makes a subject human (114). In
Edelman's words, such a gesture, which he calls queerness, consists “less in the assertion of an
oppositional identity than in opposition to politics” (17). Unlike homosexuality, the homosexual
desire does not seek to oppose heterosexuality with another well-defined sexual identity claiming
its inclusion in the social and political realm. Rather, by rejecting any form of limitation on
desire, including homosexuality, Hocquenghem calls for a revolutionary organization that would
disrupt the way politics operates.
Inspired again by Deleuze and Guattari’s insights, Hocquenghem concludes his essay by
building upon their distinction between “groupe assujetti” and “groupe sujet.” On one hand,
whatever leverage a group might have or gain in a given society, it falls into subjection as soon
as its form of power relies on a repression of desire. On the other hand, a group benefits from a
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position of subject as soon as it includes desire in the social sphere (DH 117). What
Hocquenghem means by such a distinction is that a collective project should not find limitation
because of the necessity to preserve this or that institution. The issue that he finds with a
subjected group is that it takes on the principles of institutions and elevates them as immortal
pillars of the social while erasing the desire of individuals who do not stand comparison given
their mortality. On the contrary, a subject group does not sacrifice the individuals' desire for the
sake of institutional stabilities but rather overcomes the division between individual and
collective by considering that it is actually the institutions that are mortal. By renouncing codes
and laws, in other words any signifying forms, the homosexual subject group inverts the power
balance by positioning itself beyond death while civilization and its moral and social values
suddenly appear mortal (117).

From Group to Movement, from Revolution to Volution
Far from remaining at the stage of pure theorization, homosexual desire found a field of
experimentation in FHAR (Front Homosexuel d’Action Revolutionnaire), a collective created in
1971 by feminist and gay activists including Hocquenghem. The origins of FHAR result from
the dissatisfaction of both feminist and gay activists with the respective organizations of which
they were part. Lesbians who had been part of the Mouvement de Libération des Femmes42
(MLF) reproached the collective for the precedence given to abortion and contraception to the
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101

detriment of issues about homosexuality. Confronted to the reluctance of addressing lesbianism,
a topic which, feminists feared, would discredit their movement, some feminist activists left the
MLF to start their own organization under the impulsion of Françoise d’Eaubonne. Similarly,
male homosexuals started complaining about the conservatism of Arcadie, the first homosexual
association ever created in France. Founded in 1954 by André Baudry, Arcadie’s mission
consisted of advocating for the respectability and social inclusion of homosexuality. As a
homophile movement, Baudry’s organization used references to Ancient Greece to prove how
homosexuals could fit the social norms instead of being perceived as a dangerous threat. Despite
its pioneering work, Arcadie did not question the model of the family or gender norms and had
developed ties with openly homophobic institutions such as the Police or the Church. Many of its
members found issue with the assimilationist tendencies of the organization which condemned
them to remain discreet homosexuals under the injunction of normalcy. Whether the MLF or
Arcadie, both organizations would enter into the category of “subjected group” that
Hocquenghem defined in conclusion of the Désir homosexuel. Indeed, while struggling for the
recognition of disenfranchised groups, they both exclude sexual desire from their political
strategy and therefore submit to the very institutional norms that maintain their members in a
state of inferiority.
On the opposite, FHAR, as a group subject, does not capitulate in front of the necessity of
social inclusion and capitalize on the irreverence of desire to shake the foundations of a
stigmatizing status-quo for minorities. The militant action undertaken by both former members
of the MLF and Arcadie which marks the actual birth of FHAR illustrates well the ways in which
gay and lesbian activism turned toward a more radical form of activism which rejects any form
of decorum. On March 10, 1971, the group interrupted a radio show hosted by Ménie Gregoire
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who had invited “experts” such as a priest and a psychoanalyst to discuss the following topic:
“l’homosexualité, ce douloureux problème.” As this title suggests, the conversation focused on
the pathos of homosexuality, in the pathetic as much as in the pathological sense. Irritated by the
pontificators of morality who were speaking on their behalf, the members of the soon-to-be
FHAR interjected that they did not consider their sexuality as a curse or a painful issue.
This desire to organize and to speak for oneself in order to reject condescending behavior
came from the influence of the Gay Liberation movement that some of the activists had
witnessed taking place in the United States (Dérive 33). It is important to notice however that,
unlike the American version, the French organization does not put the term “liberation” to the
forefront. I would argue that this distinction partly comes from the wariness of French activists,
including Hocquenghem, toward the political relevance of homosexual pride: “Ce n'est jamais
que dorer les barreaux de notre cage” (Dérive 57). Through this unapologetic metaphor,
Hocquenghem suggests that pride without a significant change of social and moral values will
remain a cover up, something that a subject might pretend while still feeling excluded and
ashamed: “au fonds nous avons un peu honte d'être fiers” (57). That is why he opts for the term
revolutionary, which holds the potential to overcome the dichotomy pride/shame and the illusion
of sexual liberation: “Nous ne sommes pas des homosexuels libérés et fiers de l’être. Notre
homosexualité n'est pas une valeur révolutionnaire qu'il s'agirait d'étendre au monde entier, mais
une situation permanente de remise en question. L'univers où se réalisera la liberté du désir est à
construire” (57). Homosexuality’s political potential does not reside in securing a hegemonic
position in the social realm but in the disturbance of privileges and hierarchies that specifically
leads to feelings of pride and shame. Favoring the freedom of desire over the freedom of
homosexuals represents a strategic move that avoids entering in the process of normalization. In
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FHAR, the “homosexual” signifier loses its substance to adjectivize itself to revolutionary action
(24).
To be clear, desubstantiation does not equate the silencing of the homosexual desire or
voice. On the contrary, it emerges as a direct response to the inability of traditional politics to
include minorities. In La dérive homosexuelle (1977), Hocquenghem recalls the inability to
conjugate his homosexuality with his early activism in the Communist Youth. In a political
group which considered homosexuality as a petit-bourgeois deviance, effeminacy as a despicable
behavior, and discouraged any form of affections among its members, he had to hide his
homosexuality (31). Even during May 68, an event known for initiating what is referred as the
“sexual revolution,” the Occupation Committee of the Sorbonne rejected the creation of a
pederastic action committee due to the fear of having homosexuals discredit the general
movement. That is why Hocquenghem does not consider May 68 as a success or as a model to
follow for the social uprising to come. He advocates instead for the undoing of May 68 as a myth
of brotherhood among the diverse left-wing forces and the elaboration of an After May reflecting
new ways to make a revolution (AM43 40-41).
In order to revolutionize revolution, Hocquenghem underlines the necessity for a
collective to dissociate itself from the conventions of political thought, including the Marxist
one. In his article on what he calls the paradox of sexual politics, Ed Cohen refers to Michel
Foucault’s La volonté de savoir (1976) to explain Hocquenghem’s position. Foucault’s concept
of “will to know” demonstrates the ways in which modern society has been encouraging
discourses on sexuality in order to extend its knowledge on the subject and develop an apparatus
establishing divisions between true and false, including those between normal and deviant sexual
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practices as well as subjects. The implementation of a regime of truth, Cohen argues, is inherent
to politics that he defines as “a truthful way of deciding” (12). That is why sexual desire, no
matter how radical, runs the risk of being coopted by required submission to the truth of politics,
that is the necessity to conform to the rules and the law at work in a given collective or society.
While I agree with Cohen’s interpretation, I do not follow his conclusion which claims that
Hocquenghem’s homosexual desire cannot maintain its radicality as soon as it organizes as a
collective entering the realm of politics. I believe that Hocquenghem does not fall into this kind
of pessimism that views the political system as immutable. On the contrary, I would argue that
his theoretical work and his involvement in activism practice specifically politicize
homosexuality in order to disrupt politics as a regime of truth.
Rather than following principles of truth or unity, the “molar” in the words of Deleuze,
Hocquenghem favors the “molecular,” that is, the recognition of diversity in the determination of
collectivity. In political terms, this approach would correspond to a shift from traditional politics
to micro-politics: “parvenir à l’universel révolutionnaire en partant des expériences particulières”
(Dérive 53). Starting from the specific to determine the general differs from the various
revolutionary political currents, which compete against each other among the Communitst party
by defending their ideological programs without caring about the individual level. Instead of
submitting to the “god” of revolution, whose promised ideal has not only been proven to be
unnattainable but also to reproduce violent social ills, Hocquenghem suggests turning toward the
concept of volution. According to him, the obsession toward the prefix -re has led to the
repetition of the same mistake that is the desire to start over civilization. Through such a state of
mind, the revolution runs the risk of being reactionary (19). On the contrary, volution gives up
on the ideal of a civilization and promotes instead: “ces milliers de petits vouloirs, pulsions
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partielles, minuscules obsessions, qui nous refont un monde à tête de jouissance” (28). By
focusing on multiple wills and obsessions, volution challenges the loyalty to a fixed idea and
therefore the very concept of betrayal promoted by Genet as a strategical instrument for marginal
subjects. According to Hocquenghem, the act of betraying participates in the recognition of the
law of normalcy, while volution renounces the very concept of law by opting for a world of
jouissance. Directly in connection with desire, the term jouissance refers in psychoanalysis to the
state of enjoyment experienced by a subject that transgresses any form of boundaries. It is
important to underline that Hocquenghem’s understanding of world of jouissance differs from
the world of jouissance promoted by neoliberalism, which similarly derives from the singularity
of obssessions and desires44. Hocquenghem's distinction between revolution and volution further
enlightens his will to promote a homosexual struggle rather than a struggle for homosexuality.
While the latter would consist of the fight for the recognition of a unitary stable identity, the
homosexual struggle advocates for a political orientation which opens up to the multiplicity of
desire as Deleuze summarizes it in the preface to L'après-mai des faunes: “Le désir homosexuel
est spécifique, il y a des énoncés homosexuels, mais l'homosexualité n'est rien, ce n'est qu'un
mot, et pourtant prenons le mot au sérieux, passons nécessairement par lui, pour lui faire rendre
tout ce qu'il contient d'autre – et qui n'est pas l'inconscient de la psychanalyse, mais la
progression d'un devenir sexuel à venir” (17). Homosexuality represents here a starting point
rather than an end-goal, the critical stance through which it is possible to reveal forms of desire

44

As Lisa Duggan underlines in her essay The Twilight of Equality (2003), the progressive-left social movements
from the 1970s had not been coopted yet by the neoliberal turn that took place in the 1980s and put economics
and the production of wealth as the center of political concerns. Duggan criticizes the fact that these
“revolutionary” movements failed to acknowledge the interrelations of the economic, political, and cultural. This
naivete or blind optimism that Hocquenghem shows here will decrease with his observation of the convergence
between the gay culture and the market economy. The second part of this chapter and particularly my analysis of
gay tourism will address the critical response that Hocquenghem seeks to develop in reaction against this
neoliberal shift.

106

that expand beyond homosexuality itself. By specifying that the opening of desire does not
emerge from the psychoanalytical unconscious, Deleuze abandons the traditional focus on the
past and its interpretation in favor of a future becoming, resulting from sexual experimentation.
Similarly, the absence of political past, far from being a disadvantage, constitutes for
Hocquenghem an opportunity to implement a tabula rasa on the way collective organizations
operate and generate new kinds of alliances. That is why he considers the politically
inexperienced ecologist and feminist movements as better strategical partners than other radical
leftist groups, which maintain a hierarchical order not only among members but also among the
various interests represented45 (DH 104).
In conformity with the idea that the homosexual struggle does not limit itself to
homosexuality, Hocquenghem qualifies the collective of FHAR not as a group but as a
movement (AM 159). Instead of participating in what he calls “la course à l'identification” which
leads to the fixation of positions, FHAR favors a political mobility which prevents its members
from falling into forms of control or paternalism. By claiming that FHAR does not belong to
anyone – and, furthermore, that it is not anyone – Hocquenghem underlines the ways in which
the movement seeks to guarantee a state of becoming that simultaneously provides a sense of
fearlessness toward the future of the collective: “Nous n'avons pas peur, comme les groupes
gauchistes, l'angoisse des scissions, la peur de la mort du groupe” (159). Without a political
ideal, FHAR evolves according to the weekly participation of its members to the general
assemblies of which Hocquenghem praises the chaotic side. The main activist task being to see
and talk to one another, the movement does not require any forms of leadership or any
organizational structure: “Nous n'avons pas de cartes, de président, de représentants (je parle ici à
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titre personnel). Nous n'avons aucune leçon à donner, aucune consigne à transmettre” (Dérive
36). Even though, the publishing of articles in 12th edition of the leftist magazine Tout constitutes
one of the foundational stones of FHAR46, Hocquenghem considers these texts as a spontaneous
outburst rather than a well-thought manifesto: “on avait envie de crier publiquement ce qu'on
faisait, ou plutôt qui on était” (34). The main project that Hocquenghem develops in the editorial
consists of giving a voice to those excluded by the “Grande Politique” which include “les pédés,
et les gouines, les femmes, les emprisonnés, les avortées, les asociaux, les fous...” (AM 143).
Published in late April 1971, the journal was sold during that year’s May Day march, which
contributed to the fast expansion of the movement. In a few months, the number of people
attending the weekly meeting at the Beaux-Arts of Paris rose from around thirty to a thousand
attendees.
The success of FHAR resided in its ability to include new members because of their
position against normativity instead of their identity. The two addresses written by the collective
in number 12 of Tout exemplify such a strategy. The first one, entitled “Adresse à ceux qui se
croient normaux” specifically targets the supporters of leftist revolutionary movements who use
homophobic discourse to discredit their opponent. The text reproaches them to act themselves as
representatives of the normative society that they supposedly oppose. The second one, “Adresse
à ceux qui sont comme nous,” advocates for the formation of an alliance between homosexuals,
lesbians, and women as long as there is no submission to the “ideology of heterosexuality” (AM
147). Hocquenghem defends the idea of building a community that would overcome differences
and the discomforts accompanying them. He particularly insists on the inclusion of the “folles,”
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the queens whom he admitted having trouble accepting initially (AM 154 and Dérive 33). By
building an alliance with the queens whose effeminacy had often been considered as discrediting
the homosexual cause, the movement resisted the oppressive division between good and bad
homosexuals and used femininity as an instrument to dismantle the masculine ideal and the
conventional roles attached to genders: “Ce qui fait le caractère radical de notre situation c'est
que nous avons déjà dépassé les rôles sociaux de l'homme et de la femme et puis – ceci pour les
'normaux' qui me lisent – celui qui fait la folle n'est pas toujours celui qui se fait baiser” (AM
155). Beyond the thrilling desire to shock the reader, Hocquenghem deconstructs the
heterocentric prejudice about who plays the active or passive role in a sexual relationship by
suggesting that the effeminate partner can be the one who penetrates. Far from being limited to
homosexual relationships, the challenge of the masculine ideal can expand to the heterosexual
relationship which similarly assumes the submission of women over men through gender
hierarchies.
Despite FHAR’s will to be inclusive thanks to the deconstruction of any rules or laws
establishing the domination of one identity over another, the evolution of the collective led to the
disengagement of feminists who mainly criticized the hypersexual aspect promoted by the
homosexual contingent. If the movement presented itself from the beginning as a place mixing
politics with cruising, the meetings taking place by the end of 1972 had become pretexts for
sexual encounters rather than for political activism (Dérive 38). In addition to such a tendency,
feminists reproached homosexuals for their focus on the penis and the anus to the detriment of
female sexuality. Complaining further about the importance given to sexual jouissance over a
love relationship, they decide to dissociate their struggle for sexual liberation from the one of
their homosexual allies in number 15 of Tout (Idier 114). Instead of denying such a division,

109

Hocquenghem confirms the absence of feelings of love in the sexual movement that he helped to
implement: “S’il existe un mouvement anti-humaniste. C’est bien celui-là, où le sexe-machine,
les organes à brancher occupent presque tout le désir exprimé” (52). According to him, love ties
subjects to their being as human and therefore to the normative structure of identities and
hierarchies that homosexual desire seeks to destroy. Homosexuals reject the codes of
respectability and conventional affection that limit sexual and subjective experiences in order to
elaborate new relational forms. I would suggest here that if a homosexual’s anti-humanism finds
strong affinities with anti-sociality, it cannot be considered antirelational. No matter how
ephemeral and how sexual, the encounters between the members of FHAR are nonetheless
relations. They simply challenge the hegemonic ways that relations are socially conceived:
“Nous ne sommes pas instables, nous sommes mouvants. Aucune envie de s’ancrer. Dérivons. A
bas les fixations” (Derive 106). Instead of being antithetical, the claim of not being unstable but
moving translates Hocquenghem’s desire to question the belief according to which stability
precedes instability and from which derives moral judgements. Opting for movement over
fixation allows homosexuals to give up on the struggle toward respectability and acceptance
which would place them yet at the mercy of the norms established by society.
Despite its political potential, such a position raises the issue of what Idier calls the
essentialization of homosexual desire, that is the correlation between homosexuality and the
multiplicity of sexual relations (102). Moreover, this behavior presented as intrinsically
subversive ends up having a normative effect (103). This perspective allows us to reveal the
misogynistic aspect of Hocquenghem’s attack on the feminists from FHAR. Agreeing with Idier,
it seems excessively reductive to attribute to their struggle an emphasis on love when they were
mainly fighting against unfair power relations and particularly male domination (114). The
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FHAR has thus rapidly become a collective serving primarily the interests of its homosexual
members which, instead of being as moving and as opened as it claimed, limited its political
potential: “Notre pensée est, en effet, devenue normative: un credo homosexuel s'est ainsi
élaboré” (Dérive 53). Such a credo, Hocquenghem confesses, prevented new members of FHAR
from finding their proper place and contributing to the collective growth of the group. He further
underlines the discrepancy between the Parisian original collective and the units based in other
areas of France. Like many political groups, FHAR lost contact with people's practical lives
through the pursuit of a vision that became fixated as an ideal. However, FHAR's influence on
sexually non-normative subjects extended way beyond the dissolution of the movement in 1974.
The organizational failure of the collective does not attenuate the fact that unapologetic gays,
lesbians, and feminists who found through this mobilization the tools for bending politics
according to people's needs rather than the bending of people to political ideals.

Part 2: The Beauty of Otherness: Homosexuals’ Impulse for Transnational Belongings

Promiscuity, Métissage, and the Blurring of National and Racial Boundaries
In Sex, France, and Arab Men, 1962-1979 (2018), Todd Shepard underlines the influence
of the Algerian Revolution and the subsequent immigration of Arab men47 in France on the gay
liberation movement. Taking the 12th edition of Tout as proof, he mentions the presence in the
founding text of FHAR of a quote by Genet on the reasons for his support for the Algerian
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independantists: “Je n’aurais peut-être pas soutenu la cause du F.L.N. si je n’avais pas couché
avec des Algériens. Enfin, ce n’est pas tout à fait exact, j’aurais probablement pris leur parti de
toute façon. Mais peut-être est-ce l’homosexualité qui m’a fait percevoir que les Algériens
n’étaient pas différents des autres hommes48.” The use of such a quote from FHAR is consistent
with Hocquenghem’s project to put desire at the forefront of politics. Genet’s words exemplify
the ways in which sexuality has the potential to bring subjects with different backgrounds closer.
Unlike the right-wing magazine Minute, which had used the same Genet’s quote in 1968 to
suggest that students were motivated by perverse lust rather than rational politics, Shepard argues
that FHAR intended to suggest a similarity in the oppression faced by Arabs and homosexuals
(65). While agreeing with such a statement, I would insist on the fact that instead of reducing his
commitment to the FLN to his sexual attraction toward Algerian men, Genet explains that it is
only one factor among others. His response begins like this: “Sans prétendre que ce fut le seul
élément dans mon engagement, je n’aurais peut-être pas soutenu la cause du F.L.N. si je n’avais
pas couché avec des Algériens.” Furthermore, he admits that he would have probably politically
agreed with the Algerians anyway. This shows how, far from being reducible to the same or
made mutually exclusive, politics and sexuality can instead be interrelated. In the case of Genet,
sexual desire constitutes a catalyzer for his political siding with the Algerian separatists.
While representing an inspirational figure for FHAR, it is important nonetheless to recall
that Genet has never been an advocate for gay and lesbian activism. As I have shown in the
previous chapter, even if Genet's homosexuality constitutes a political tool enabling him to
collaborate with minority groups, his individual commitment remains subordinated to their
collective goals. FHAR differs from such a position given that it believes in the organizing of
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homosexuals as a collective force with revolutionary potential. It is particularly interesting to
observe that prior to the creation of FHAR, Hocquenghem had translated and published in the
first edition of Tout in 1970 the “Declaration in Support of the Just Struggle of Homosexuals and
Women,” which advocated for the inclusion of women and homosexuals in the Black Panthers'
struggle. Written by Huey P. Newton, the Panthers had initially asked Genet to be the author of
the text. But doubting in the relevance of such a gesture, Genet refused. Hocquenghem, on the
contrary, viewed Newton's text as a significant contribution that acknowledged the possibility for
homosexuals to participate in a broader revolutionary movement. Far from being isolating, the
struggle for homosexual rights plays an active role in the revolution because it helps to identify
and subsequently denounce the oppressive character of social norms. That is why instead of
dissolving the specificity of homosexuality, Hocquenghem presents it as an asset which would
justify the coalition of the homosexual movements with other minority collectives.
The most successful coalition that FHAR could find in the French context was thus with
the Arab immigrants who were the target of racism and lived in precarious conditions. As
Shepard observes, the fact that they were around two million in the 1970s gave them the
potential to become a strong political force, to the extent that economic immigration was
suspended in 1974 by the government of Jacques Chirac. Furthermore, Arab identity represented
in the imaginary of the radical left a strategical position, which struggled against the imperialism
of the bourgeois society from the West: “The word rang with invocations of the 'Arab
Revolution,' a 1970s concept that connected the heritage of the Algerian revolution to the current
urgency of the Palestinian struggle as well as to Nasserism, the struggle in the Western Sahara,
and ongoing intra-Algerian debates. French leftists worked to tie this global movement to local
conditions in France” (Shepard 82). Despite the shared admiration for these Arab struggles

113

which led leftists to support immigrants and celebrate their coalition in a slogan such as “Même
combat,” tensions emerged on the inclusion of sexuality and homosexuality promoted by FHAR
in the political conversation. Consistent with the homophobic character denounced by
Hocquenghem in the Désir homosexuel, Marxist-Leninist organizations considered sexuality a
non-priority topic, whereas FHAR established a parallel between homosexuals oppressed by
heteronormative domination and colonized or former-colonized subjects oppressed by the
imperialist and racist domination of the bourgeois society (Tout, 7). As a supporter of FHAR,
Felix Guattari also argues that sexuality belongs to the social-class struggle since it represents a
way to come into contact with the concrete life experience of the masses (Shepard 84).
More than just an aspect of life, sexuality, according to Hocquenghem, holds the potential
to reveal the political and historical constructs of power dynamics, which could explain the
complementarity between the struggles of homosexuals and Arabs. In issue number 12 of Tout,
FHAR underlines the colonialist correlation of the Orientalist trope of the late 19th and early
20th centuries which assimilated North Africa and the Middle East as a sexual paradise where
European men could easily enjoy the company of young Arab boys. Such types of sexual
intercourse result from the racist and imperialist tendencies of Western colonizers over colonized
subjects rather than from a de facto openness and availability of young Arab boys. This form of
domination applies further in the form of intercourse itself where the European man is supposed
to play the active role, the one of penetrators while the Arab is the passive penetrated partner.
Comparing this dynamic from the past with their contemporary practices, homosexuals from
FHAR underline the fact that it is now the Arab immigrant men who penetrate them. As Shepard
observes, this reversal comes on the one hand from the fact that Arab men rediscovered their
masculinity through the process of decolonization, and on the other hand, from the French
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homosexuals’ willingness to embrace effeminacy, transvestism, and sexual passivity as
instruments of resistance against the patriarchal norms imposed by the bourgeois society: “their
historically produced complementary desires made sexual connections more likely and mutually
pleasurable” (92).
By summarizing the practice reversal with the formula “Nous sommes plus de 343
salopes. Nous nous sommes faits enculer par des Arabes. Nous en sommes fiers et nous
recommencerons,” FHAR demonstrates its desire to include, in addition to feminism, race and
sexuality to the agenda of minority politics against the patriarchy. The “343 sluts” is indeed a
reference to the petition signed by 343 women who publicly claimed that they had an abortion,
an illegal practice at that time49. The fact that the petition was published in the Nouvel
Observateur of April 5th 1971, in other words the same month as number 12 of Tout, further
attests to FHAR's attempt to expand the number of “sluts” beyond gender divisions and invite
them to organize as a revolutionary collective. I nonetheless consider such a strategy highly
dubious, given that the act of appropriation of a feminist message by gay activists ridicules and
obscures the courage and the serious demands that these women had made. Shepard underlines
in his essay the criticism that FHAR version of the slogan generated due to its focus on gendered
sexual roles of top and bottom which obscured lesbian concerns in addition to women's activism
(Shepard 77). In Disturbing Attachment (2017), Kadji Amin also takes the fixation on the roles
of top and bottom as an example of the risk run by queer theory for positioning sex as a reason
for political coalition (Amin 77). He argues that the reinforcement of the rigid passive/active
dichotomy through FHAR's claim to be penetrated by Arabs not only translates the
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internalization of patriarchal oppression but also reproduces the pederastic practice that they
initially denounce (78).
While Amin is correct in his observation of the ambiguity between FHAR's supposed
non-codification of desire and the assimilation of the sexual active role with the Arab subject and
the passive one with the French, I disagree with the argument that the homosexual activists
reinforced the fixation of the active/passive dichotomy. What FHAR attempted through the claim
of being penetrated by Arabs was not to naturalize but rather to situate historically and politically
a sexual practice. It seems problematic to me to essentialize what is in effect a strategical
position meant to deconstruct an Orientalist trope. As for the issue of taking sex as an incentive
for political solidarity, Hocquenghem offers his own form of answer in the article published in
the famous gay French magazine Gay Pied Hebdo of March 23, 1985: “Devons-nous sous
prétexte de ne pas réduire l'Arabe à son sexe, lui couper tout attrait? Si un bon anti-raciste n'a pas
de mains, un bon Arabe n'aurait-il, pour lui, pas de zob ?” (JR 277). In this quote, Hocquenghem
refers to the campaign “Touche pas à mon pote,” or “Don't touch my friend,” which promoted
solidarity with people of color against racist discriminations. In an article published earlier, on
the 16th of March, in the same magazine and evocatively entitled “Touche à mon pote,”
Hocquenghem had already expressed his disappointment in the campaign's slogan which denied
the erotic component that could occur in a humanist action (JR 275). In these two contributions,
Hocquenghem denounced the prudish hypocrisy which consists in reducing a sexual component
as the only motivation for solidarity with Arabs. Referring to Genet, he argues that sexual
attraction does not represent the sine qua non condition for political commitment but rather
contributes to its intensity (277). From this perspective, sexuality no longer acts as a blinding
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agent but as a catalyzer which therefore constitutes an advantage rather than a problem for the
practice of activism.
Ironically, the problematic aspect of FHAR's solidarity with Arab subjects lies in the fact
that it is not sexual, or homosexual, enough. As Shepard observes, throughout the multiple
references to their sexual encounters, homosexuals and Arab men remain two distinct groups in
the discourses of FHAR. Such a bias is racist in the sense that it denies the possibility for Arab
men to be homosexual themselves. Moreover, this form of exclusion despite their proximity
results in the simultaneous exoticization and silencing of the Arab men. The publication of the
special issue entitled “Trois milliards de pervers” in the magazine Recherche in March 1973
illustrates this tendency very well. In conformity with its self-presentation as a “Grande
encyclopédie des Homosexualités,” this issue consisted in a collection of activist texts,
interviews, articles, drawings, and photographs, that illustrate the various kinds of sexual
practices and desires that had fallen under the qualification of deviance. The goal of its
contributors was to offer a public and political reflection on such taboo topics as masturbation,
pedophilia, the relations between homosexuals and Arabs, and sado-masochism. Only few weeks
after its release, the copies of the issue were seized and in May 1974, Guattari, who was the
director of publication, was condemned to a fine of 600 francs for “outrage aux bonnes moeurs,”
or affront to common decency.
In the foreword of the reedition of “Trois milliards,” Jean-Pierre Duteuil specifies that,
among the reprehensible “déballage libidineux” of this perverse minority condemned by the
judges, the most controversial text beside the ones devoted to pedophilia was the one entitled
“Les Arabes et nous.” Part of a larger section entitled “Arabes et Pédés,” the first and the longest
one of the issues, “Les Arabes et nous,” is a transcription of a discussion between five French
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men in their twenties and early thirties about Arab men with whom they have sex. In their first
exchanges, P., G., and M50, share the interrelation of submission and violence that they have
experienced in their encounters with Arab men. Even though G. complains about being treated
like a servile woman or even like a dog, and P. describes one of his sexual relations as similar to
a rape, every speaker acknowledges that these dynamics contribute to the development of their
fantasies where Arabs embody the ideal of masculinity: “Ce qui est formidable c'est qu'on peut
consommer du viril” (Trois milliards 14). The verb “consommer” is particularly revelatory of the
fact that the domination of the Arabs is only superficial in comparison to the one exercised by
the French homosexuals in the text who objectify and use their partners as a commodity. While
P. doubts twice during the conversation that Arabs would appreciate such a treatment, G. finds
justification of the gay men’s racism by stating that as phallocrats, Arab men belittle them
reciprocally (17). Rather than an issue of ego, M. welcomes instead these sexual encounters as an
opportunity to lose his own subjectivity and attain jouissance: “Tu te sens nié, tué, par cet Arabe
qui t'encule. Et c'est le pied” (16), “Je veux qu'il n'y ait plus des personnes, des moi. Ce que je
veux : c'est un fonctionnement qui produit du plaisir. […] Je ne veux pas être une personne”
(21). M. does not regret the objectification of the Arab men because he ultimately seeks it for
himself as an escape from subjectivity. However, despite the state of sexual wildness to which
both he and his Arab partners abandon themselves, M. claims his superiority by stating that as an
intellectual, he is distant enough to observe, to his delight, the sexual dynamic taking place (18).
Denying such a cerebral perspective to the Arab men reveals how M. does not consider them as
anything else than props.
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Following this logic, it ensues that if Arab men were to make their own sexual revolution
and claim their right for recognition, French homosexuals would run the risk of being deprived
of the pleasing ephemeral effect of abandoning themselves to the pleasure of desubjectivation.
That is certainly why P. confesses that, once an Arab partner of his started reflecting on the
influence of his homosexual acts on his identity, he stopped seeing him. As he interestingly
avers, his partner had “Europeanized” himself too much. Similarly, L. values the nonproblematic aspect of Arab men who are physical in comparison with his French lover C. who is
cerebral (21). At the same time, he attributes to his lover the status of an individual, while
denying it to his Arab partners who are interchangeable items of what he calls a “collection”
(20). Therefore, it becomes clear that while the loss of oneself is something that homosexuals
value and praise in their Arab partners, they refuse to accept the consequences for themselves by
holding onto their subjectivity and that of the ones they would call their lovers.
Even their attempt at the end of the article to give voice to Arab men by visiting a “café
arabe,” reveals an undisputable bias. First of all, the French men are the ones who ask the
questions and record them with their tape recorder. Complying with such a setting, some Arab
men show a different image than the one of the aggressive and greedy man who is after French
homosexuals' money. For example, one claims to have sex without economical exchange as long
as he likes his partners, specifying that what matters to him is personality. However, the
interviewers quickly redirect the conversation toward cultural differences and lack of
understanding, especially of sexual roles, until another Arab man interrupts and says: “Vous
vous faites enculer par le magnétophone des Français” (27). Such a comment echoes the one
uttered by M. who considered himself intellectually superior to his Arab partners and that he was
ultimately using them to lose himself as a subject. Proclaiming himself a “proletarian,” the Arab
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man who puts an end to the exploitative conversation demonstrates how political awareness
uncovers the racist behavior of the French men.
Before jumping to conclusions and extending such a stigmatizing label to the rest of
FHAR, it is important to recall that, as a movement, it never settled for any particular position,
instead promoting an open forum for discussion. That is what Deleuze carefully attempts to
defend in the “Sex-Pol en acte,” the text that follows and comments on “Les Arabes et nous.”
While rejecting the fact that the remarks from the five young French homosexuals should be
considered as part of a broader manifesto or a theory, Deleuze cannot avoid addressing the racist
elements that tarnished the political and revolutionary discourse of FHAR. Interestingly,
Deleuze's criticism does not reject the act of desubjectivation itself but rather the double standard
from the contributors of “Les Arabes et nous”: “Le racisme pointe, si c'est l'Arabe qui est censé
représenter le non-humain. […] Tout change si le non-humain désigne en chacun de nous ce
point où se trouvent abolies l'identité de chaque sexe aussi bien que la différence des sexes” (30).
While described as a liberating horizon toward desire, the renunciation of human subjectivity
remains a risk that everyone has to take collectively (“chacun de nous”). If the non-humanity
only falls on a specific group, it becomes a racist practice. But the gains, according to Deleuze,
are worth the risks for everyone to embark on the journey through desire: “Apparaît alors cette
nouvelle violence, violence de liberté acquise contre le sexe, contre sa différenciation, contre sa
distribution exclusive, passage du sexe au désir dans l'élément non-humain, non-oedipien de
l'amour” (30). Reminiscent of Hocquenghem's position in his inaugural essay Le désir
homosexuel, the celebration of the non-human as a liberating violence from the burden and
oppressions of social norms, proves the consistency of FHAR’s discourse on the favoring of a
life as a an explorer of sexuality, or a “voyageur,” to use Deleuze’s term (30). However, no
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matter how promising such a revolutionary journey sounded, the public scandal generated by the
publication of “Trois milliards de pervers” compromised the ship of FHAR, which, after its end
in 1974, left on the dock the many wannabe travelers who had embarked.
However, the end of FHAR did not attenuate Hocquenghem’s belief that, not only Arab
men, but also foreigners in general were coveted allies for homosexuals. It is nonetheless
possible to notice a change in his approach with the publication of La beauté du métis: réflexions
d’un francophobe (1979). Instead of having on one side the French homosexuals and on the other
the foreigners whose only contacts would take place through brief and superficial sexual
intercourse, the use of the term “métis” and “métissage” rather suggests a shift toward a more
relational approach in the encounter with the foreigner. In Autobiographical Voices (1989),
Françoise Lionnet recalls the etymology of the word which, coming from the latin mixtus,
“mixed,” usually refers to cloths made of two different fibers. She further specifies: “it is a
neutral term with no animal or sexual implication. It is not grounded in biological misnomers and
has no moral judgements attached to it” (14). That is why she favors it over other terms such as
“half-breed” or “mixed-blood,” which hold negative connotations by emphasizing biological
origins and implying a lack of purity. The absence of a word like “métis” in the English language
translates, according to Lionnet, a reluctance to consider such a process of mixing as anything
else than an aberration or an abnormality. Her observation corroborates Edouard Glissant’s claim
that the denial of “métissage” originates from the obsession of Western cultures with the
prevalence of the One and the Same. Interestingly, Hocqueghem comes to a similar conclusion
through his criticism of the French language which, with the word “étranger,” encompasses the
two English words “stranger” and “foreigner.” Far from being innocent, this absence of
distinction, Hocquenghem argues, reveals the ways in which French culture considers foreigners
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as strange individuals who do not belong to the nation. Moreover, this overdetermined difference
between French and “étranger” tends to erase the diversity among the foreigners who simply
become the representative of the Other: “Tous les peuples du monde se ressemblent en ce qu’ils
ne sont pas français, et tout ce qui n’est pas d’ici tout en étant ici est pur vagabondage et
chapardage” (145). The strangeness of foreigners condemns them to remain illegitimate on
French territory. Their unsettling aspect deprives them of settling in and any job they may take
represents a theft. From such a position, it becomes clear how “métissage” might be devalued at
best if not completely rejected. Whether it is the French “étranger” or the English “half-breed” or
“mixed-blood,” languages do not seem to cohabitate well with a concept such as “métissage,”
which by definition subverts hegemonic discourses and cultures that rely on purity.
More than just a strategic position highlighting the actual existence of heterogeneous and
heteronomous identities, “métissage” is also a practice that takes undecidability and
indeterminacy as the basis of a solidarity able to engage in political action against hegemonic
powers (Lionnet 6). The cultural politics of “métissage” promoted by Lionnet takes inspiration
from Glissant’s notion of “pratique de métissage” in Le discours antillais (1981), which consists
of the establishment of “a cross-cultural relationship, in an egalitarian and unprecedented way”
(462). The focus on relationship in such a definition is crucial since it posits “métissage” as a
cultural process rather than as a biological result. This distinction allows such a practice to
expand beyond sexual reproduction and heterosexuality, toward the elaboration of new forms of
relations with the Other. Similarly transcending the biological with the relational, Hocqueghem’s
understanding of “métissage” is less about reproduction than self-transformation. He perceives
the encounter with a foreigner as an opportunity to become a foreigner to himself and therefore
increase his distance with the French identity, with which, in a similar way to Genet, he is in
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conflict. My use of the verb “increase” is informed by the fact that Hocqueghem considers that
being homosexual already makes him a foreigner to the nation, a second-class citizen (10). This
unequal social position, that he also confers to women, is specifically what leads disenfranchised
groups to enter in relation with foreigners.
However, according to Hocquenghem, despite their shared situation, the foreigners
experience exclusion at a higher degree than homosexuals, and for this reason act as the driving
force toward defamiliarization: “Quand je suis avec toi, c’est toi qui me guides, toi seul qui sais
où nous allons. Je n’ai pas besoin de te croire ni de te l’entendre dire : ce que j’aime en toi, c’est
que tu m’arraches à moi, tu m’es différent” (12). In addition to perceiving the foreigner as a
guide, the fact that Hocquenghem writes that he does not expect reciprocity from the foreigner
undermines the egalitarian quality that Glissant had envisioned for the practice of “métissage.”
While the dynamic remains the one of the Western subject using to his benefits the Orientalized
other, the overall generated outcome differs from that observed in “Trois milliards.” The focus of
La beauté du métis is no longer on ephemeral desubjectivation through sexual acts, which would
keep Arabs apart from the homosexual group, but rather on affective encounters which provoke a
common estrangement from French norms. If Hocquenghem is wary of reciprocity, it may be
because guiding the foreigner would equate to trapping him in the process of adaptation on
which France has built its own supremacy.
While the title La beauté du métis leads the readers to think that the essay will be a tribute
to “métissage,” the subtitle “réfléxions d’un francophobe” actually reflects with more accuracy
the content of a text which consists of a pamphlet against France and its culture. Hocquenghem
extensively develops his thoughts on the ways in which France has historically been unfit for
“métissage.” This situation derives from the fact that, according to him, French civilization built

123

itself thanks to refusal, distance, and order. In a system hostile to difference, the “métis”
embodies the threat of the degeneration of a culture built on sameness. In order to illustrate his
thesis, Hocquenghem refers back to the French revolution which already crushed differences by
favoring a model where power moves from the center toward the peripheries (42). Similarly, he
explains how France’s imperialism manifests its tendency to impose its culture and deny the
potential richness emerging from the encounter with other people and cultures. That is why even
though colonial expansion contributed to its presence across the globe, France has remained
isolated: “La France est hors-monde, elle est le lieu du refus du monde” (28). The idea that the
obsession with the Same and the One contributes to a position “hors-monde” represents the exact
antithesis to Glissant’s “Tout-monde,” which views the world as interconnected and constantly
evolving through cultural exchanges: “Concrètement idéaliste, la pensée-france découpe sa
‘réalité’ en éliminant les tensions dont les autres peuples vivent: tension entre le territoire et la
langue, entre l’idéologie et le réel, entre le passé et l’avenir. Tout y est en continuité, puisque
aucune représentation n’est admise que si elle part des prémisses nationales” (Hocquenghem,
BM51 45). Instead of considering tensions as the basis for what makes cultures relate to each
other and thrive, in the style of the Deleuzian rhizome, France or rather france, as Hocquenghem
provocatively stylizes the word in order to question its supposed supremacy, operates an
arbitrary cutting of reality that creates an artificial sense of continuity. This act of cutting that
Hocquenghem reproaches France with is reminiscent of his attack on heterosexuality and
homosexuality, as sexual categories that cut into the uninterrupted and polymorphic nature of
desire.
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Therefore, it is possible to connect Hocquenghem’s will to dissociate with France with
his reluctance to identify as a homosexual. While he is both, he refuses such terms to fixate or
overdetermine his position in the social world. The urge to undo oneself comes from the
dissatisfaction of just being oneself. Even though La beauté du métis’ reflections come from his
singular attraction to foreigners with their ability to estrange himself, their significance expands
way beyond his own situation and invites rethinking the way France should consider difference,
not only in its territory but also abroad. That is why, at the end of his essay, Hocquenghem urges
the young people to reject the narrative that France has created for its own glory and that has
limited their horizon to the repetition of the same: “Regardez dehors: l’air est vif, le vent pousse
les nuages, les tourbillons soulèvent la poussière du monde. Peut-être réussirons-nous à dégoûter
quelques jeunes gens de la pénitence française” (165).

The Ghetto as a Minority Empire
The difficulty if not impossibility of “métissage” that Hocquenghem observes in French
culture translates, according to him, into the behavior of its citizens beyond their own territory.
Indeed, in La beauté du métis, he portrays French travelers as unable to learn from and adapt to
the culture they encounter. Even the ones who live abroad do not act as a medium between two
civilizations but rather as ambassadors: “Ils sont là pour imposer la france à l’étranger, et faute
de pouvoir le faire, la miment, aigris, entourés de l’indifférence générale” (141). Reducing what
they experience to an intimidating exoticism inferior to their culture, the French tourists and
immigrants that Hocquenghem depict, are “absents de la fête” the same way that France is “horsmonde” (141). That is why the author asserts that taking a flight and crossing national borders
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are not enough to get rid of one’s own cultural prejudice and superiority. Hocquenghem also
mentions the ways in which traveling journals have become a literary trope where authors visit
the same places and are rather motivated by comparing their thoughts on them with the ones of
their predecessors. In doing so, they elaborate an image of abroad that keeps the unknown at a
safe distance and apprehended according to French standards: “L’étranger ne se prend pas à brasle-corps, mais avec des pincettes, comme le sucre. Il se débite en petits morceaux d’étranger
littérarisé qui sont les livres du rayon ‘voyages’ dans la bibliothèque de la france” (152).
Influenced by these writings, travelers encounter abroad as a place that they have already read
about and therefore can immediately read like an open book. Hocquenghem criticizes here the
correlation between national superiority and the development of the tourist industry, which
disturbingly takes the form of a neo-colonial undertaking.
Far from being exempt from such tendencies, homoerotic writings historically
participated in this tendency to reduce the Other as an Orientalized fantasy. Hocquenghem
undoubtedly mentions Gide who has been with L’immoraliste (1902) or his Journal de voyage
(1939) a prominent figure of the traveler benefitting from the supposed greater moral freedom
abroad (in particular in North Africa) to experiment with his sexuality. The homosocial group
Arcadie capitalized on such insights to promote the Maghreb as a region where homosociality
guaranteed easy encounters with Arab men. In the 1970s, several tourist guides started to target
gay men and to promote various destinations providing sexual opportunities. Spartacus, which
was available in English, French, and German, constitutes one of the examples of popular guides
developing sexual tourism (Shepard 121). Published every year since 1970, initially in the
United Kingdom, and after 1972 in Amsterdam in order to avoid censorship, Spartacus is
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symptomatic of the rampant commercialization that accompanied gay liberation52. This
complicity of homosexuality with capitalism represents exactly what Hocquenghem had feared
from the beginning. By relying on a fixed identity category, homosexuals have lost their
subversive qualities and have been turned into a profitable market.
Consistent with Hocquenghem’s reluctance to identify fully as a homosexual while being
one, his travel guide entitled Le gay voyage plays with the ambiguities of sexual tourism. Indeed,
while referencing the various gay places to visit for each destination, Hocquenghem explains in
the prologue that his book is not addressed to the rushed homosexual tourists who would better
read Spartacus. He specifies that if Le gay voyage is a guide, it is first and foremost a personal
guide. It has no pretention of exhaustivity and entirely derives from his arbitrary decisions to
include this or that destination. Unlike the homosexual guides of the time, it is particularly
striking to notice the absence of the Maghreb. Moreover, among the seven places chosen by
Hocquenghem, one is a movie theater in Paris and another is a fantasized and mythological
version of the Egyptian city, Alexandria. The personal freedom that the author claims for himself
further expands to the readers who, after reading the subjective accounts given by Hocquenghem
on each place, are invited by the author to create their own itinerary. The guide does not act as a
model but rather as an approach to follow. This approach consists of visiting a city from a
minority point of view, which means traveling off the beaten path and following instead one’s
own peculiar desire.
In order to do so, night offers the most appropriate time, and cruising the most successful
way: “Un plan de ville, c’est un territoire de chasse. Et draguer, une manière de le lire, ce plan,

52

The guide still exists under the name “Spartacus International Gay Guide” and is now owned by GayGuide UG
based in Berlin, Germany.

127

qui bientôt le recouvre, le rature, le rend illisible à tout autre qu’à moi-même, jusqu’à ce qu’il
s’échappe, chiffoné et moite d’avoir si longtemps été tenu, par la fenêtre d’un tram pop ou d’un
taxi jaune” (10). Because desire is singular, a subject engaging in cruising necessarily will make
the space of the city his own field. The physical map becomes obsolete once the cold and rational
space has become affectively charged by the singular experience of the traveler who created his
own internal sketch. Through this process, the metropoles described in Le gay voyage are no
longer cities from several distinct countries but ghettos forming a network interconnected by the
drive of desire: “Je ne connais pas de villes, je ne connais que des ghettos. Des ghettos qui se
succèdent, à peine interrompus de gares ou d'aéroports. Cité de la nuit, disait le grand écrivain
américain John Rechy : le Lungotevere s'achève à West Street, le Tibre se jette dans Hudson
River, la porte du fond de ce sauna d'Amsterdam s'ouvre sur la salle obscure d'un cinéma de
Pigalle” (9). The word ghetto used by Hocquenghem greatly differs from the two conventional
definitions attributed to such a term. The first and broad meaning of ghetto refers to a portion of
a city in which members of a minority group live because of social, legal, or economic pressures
or actual strictures. The second definition, specically used in the context of homosexuality,
serves to describe the quarter in which the gay population deliberately chose to live. This
particular form of ghetto not only includes housing but also businesses and community service
which provide a safe space for homosexuals. Whether forced or chosen, the isolation of a
population, for Hocquenghem, is something to resist. That is why his version of ghetto is
radically different. According to him, the ghetto is not a portion of a city but potentially
everywhere given that it is not a physical but an interior space: “Nous transportons chacun notre
ghetto avec nous” (10). From this perspective, it is possible to understand that bringing the
Lungotevere close to West Street or the Tiber close to the Hudson does not derive from a claim
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of a French superiority that would reduce what is foreign as inherently the same, a hegemonic
position, but rather from the fact that every understanding of space derives from a singular
perspective, a minority position. This statement does not mean that singularity equates isolation.
On the contrary, Hocquenghem considers that this minor way of apprehending space is enhanced
by encounters with others. By also adding the consumption of alcohol and drugs to the equation,
it seems clear that he advocates for the disruption of one’s own boundaries and certainties which
precisely prevented the true encounter with the Other that he was describing in La beauté du
métis. The “gay voyage” that Hocquenghem elaborates is not a safe trip to the Club Med at some
gay-friendly destination but a lifestyle that involves risk-taking and extreme practices opening to
the experience of the city simultaneously “maléfique et merveilleuse” (11).
The deconstruction of space in a minor way promoted by Hocquenghem echoes what
Jack Halberstam calls the queering of space. Halberstam uses the term queer to refer to nonnormative logics and organizations of “community, sexual identity, embodiment, and activity in
space and time” (6). Let us first observe how Halberstam’s primary concern in the opposition to
traditional notions of space and time is community. The rebellion on behalf of the multiple and
the singular is collective. As for the relation to sexuality, Halberstam specifies that even though
the ties with the gay and lesbian subject are clear, they are nonetheless not essential, which
means that the collective movement he envisions potentially includes any sexual subjectivities
(6). The other interesting insight brought by Halberstam is the disruption of the logics of time
that accompanies the disruption of space. Indeed, the production of queer spaces often implies
practices which do not conform to the logics of reproduction, longevity, non-risk-taking, or
inheritance (6). This explains why Hocquenghem considers going out at night and consuming
drugs and alcohol as one of the best ways to access these minor or queer subcultures. In addition

129

to the possibility of access and understanding, Halberstam underlines the fact that the
participation in queer modes of being further participates in their production. The queering of
time and space is an ongoing process, something that already exists around the world and that
will expand in resistance against normativity. I would argue that Hocquenghem’s interest in
these various forms of subcultures comes from the weakening of the radical aspect of sexual
activism. Reluctant, yet not in denial of the normalization and commercialization of gay life, he
attempts to explore how subcultures have managed the shift from gay movement to gay
community and have succeeded in preserving their irreverent singularity.
Berlin and Amsterdam, the first two destinations chosen by Hocquenghem, constitute the
perfect example of cities in which the growing tolerance toward homosexuality has contributed
to the development of bars, nightclubs, and public cruising places for gay people that rendered
their activism obsolete. He wonders about Berlin, which has taken up an image of European
“métropole perverse”: “Quel mouvement contestataire résisterait à cette surabondance de plaisirs
gratuits?” (24). In a stroll taken at night in Tiergarten, a park which has become a cruising place
for gay men, Hocquenghem seizes the opportunity to remember Berlin’s activist past. He
explains that from the park he can see the buildings where Magnus Hirschfeld’s Institut für
Sexualwissenschaft, or Institute of Sexology used to be: “Ce haut lieu de l’homosexualité
militante est à portée de voix, depuis ce haut lieu de la drague berlinoise” (18). The geographical
proximity observed by Hocquenghem allows him as well to suggest the temporal proximity
between the time of homosexual resistance against oppression and the time of sexual freedom.
Even though homosexuals can now enjoy a state of tolerance by cruising as they please in a
public place, the voices from a darker past still resonate and haunt gay lives53. Beyond looking
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Hocquenghem dedicates a section from Race d’Ep to the pioneering work Hirschfeld has done on sexual
minorities. Founded in 1919, the Institute of Sexology was a center of research which created an impressive
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backward, Hocquenghem brings back from a difficult past affects that lead to what Heather Love
has coined as “feeling backward.” According to Love, the focus on negative aspects of the past is
a necessary queer response to the tendency of LGBT activism to focus on present and positivity,
such as pride, over the injuries that have historically impacted non-normative sexual subjects
(18). By doing so, queer criticism uses negativity as a fuel for political purposes. I believe that
Hocquenghem similarly attempts to repoliticize a gay culture that had too eagerly erased the
past. While Hocquenghem looks backward to question the normalization of gay life in Berlin, he
opts for a strategy oriented toward the present in Amsterdam. Confronted with the fact that there
is not much to rebel against in this city, given the omnipresence of conciliators and accomplices,
Hocquenghem identifies in the queens, effeminate transvestites, a much-needed disruptive
potential : “[M]aintenant, il y a des folles délirantes à Amsterdam, et le jour de la Reine est leur
jour. Elles sont no future, leather. Elles rompent hystériquement avec toute une tradition de
sexualité homo replète, si forte ici” (39). The fact that the day of celebration for putting on drag
corresponds to the one for the actual Queen adds a humorous campy note to the act of
subversion. However, the breeze of radical freshness generated by the witnessing of the Queen
cohabiting with queens does not prevent Hocquenghem from considering Amsterdam like “la
calme veuve d’un ex-futur utopique” (35).
If Europe might have constituted a proper place to develop a queer way of life in the past,
the United States appears to be a more promising land in Le gay voyage. The fact that more than
half of the guide is dedicated to the cities of New York, San Francisco, and Los Angeles
explicitly illustrates the appeal of the United States for Hocquenghem. Interestingly, David

amount of data and analysis on non-normative forms of sexuality. In 1933, in conformity with the Nazi
government censorship, the youth brigades publicly burned the library and destroyed the Institute, which put an
end to the sexual emancipatory movement initiated by Hirschfeld.
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Halperin identifies in Foucault a similar curiosity toward the queer potential of American’s
subculture. In his essay on the French philosopher, he reflects on the procedure of normalization
at stake in queer culture, especially the consumerist lifestyle displayed through clothing, tattoos,
haircuts, muscle-building and so on. According to him, Foucault’s response to such a tendency is
that while these homosexual groups cannot claim the status of queer, their search for new
practices and styles shows nonetheless queer potential. For example, instead of criticizing gays’
obsession with body building, Foucault prefers to notice how it operated a change in the meaning
of muscles, shifting from a symbol of power to an erotic turn-on (177). Consistent with
Foucault’s openness, Halperin considers the term queer as “an empty placeholder for an identity
that is still in progress and has yet as to be fully realized” (112). It promotes a state of becoming,
of an identity that never settles. That is why Halperin is also wary of the idea of determining
what is truly queer or queer enough, given that setting particular criteria would turn queerness
into a normative category. I would argue that Hocquenghem demonstrates a similar state of mind
when he meets homosexuals who are at the heads of churches in New York, the founder of a
Business Association in San Francisco, or a judge at the Supreme Court of Los Angeles.
Starting with New York, Hocquenghem observes with interest the peculiar mixing of
liberalism toward sexual non-normativity and Christian humanism. Visiting a gay Catholic
church, he notices the presence of many couples of what he calls “clones,” men with short hair
and moustache wearing blue jeans and a jacket with sneakers54. Throughout his travels in the
American metropolises, Hocquenghem continuously emphasizes the homogenization of the gay
community. While his use of the term “clone” translates a certain sarcasm, he nonetheless credits
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In addition to this majority of clones, Hocquenghem explains that men from the leather community participate in
the life of the church and he amusingly underlines the fact that some of them even wear their leather pants during
the religious office.
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this phenomenon for its creation of a new form of masculinity: “une virilité dédramatisée: car le
propre des 'clones,' c'est cette acceptation légèrement ironique de leur propre cliché, cette
indifférence à leurs conformismes” (50). It is this supposed awareness of their own practice
which, according to Hocqueghem, allows them to navigate the ambiguous relation between
gender norms and sexual marginality. Similarly, the gay church appears to have found a way to
accommodate the religious texts and traditions with a gay lifestyle. The three gay priests that
Hocquenghem interviews explain to him the existence of a fifth gospel which would advocate for
a carnal interpretation of Jesus’ famous commandment “love one another” and a festive approach
to the mass. Speaking of Christ, they argue that, unlike his traditional representation as a young
handsome man, He, as the son of God, an absolute being, transcends gender and sexual divisions.
That is why according to them, Jesus is no more male than female, the same way that he is no
more heterosexual than homosexual (47). To Hocqueghem’s reference to the destruction of
Sodom by God, they invoke an alternative version for the reason of such an event : “La Bible ne
condamne pas Sodome pour homosexualité, mais pour le seul crime que la société du désert, la
société nomade, ne puisse admettre : le crime contre l'hospitalité” (48). It is because the
inhabitants of Sodom failed to welcome as they should have the angels sent by God that they
were punished. Beyond the textual interpretations, the gay priests admit new practices that
subvert two major aspects of religious doctrine: the mandatory celibacy of priests and marriage.
Indeed, Hocquenghem discovers that his interviewees, Fathers Victor and Timothy, are engaged.
In the face of what would seem a step toward normalization and heteronormativity, the two
partners specify that their sense of fidelity concerns love rather than sex (48). Monsignor
Clement, the only openly gay Catholic bishop in the world, similarly considers marriage between
two homosexuals as an opportunity to reimagine such a sacrament: “cette 'union sacrée' entre
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homosexuels ne doit pas être la reproduction de cette caricature d'amour qu'est le mariage
hétérosexuel avec ses chaînes hypocrites et ses obligations” (70).
Along with the renunciation of the obligation of carnal fidelity, Monsignor Clement also
has in mind the expansion of sexual practices including acts beyond sodomy. As an adept of fistfucking, he participates in the recent development of sado-masochism which experiments with
sexual acts unsubordinated to genitals and conventional power dynamics. Concurring with Gayle
Rubin’s insights in her study of the S/M club the Catacombs, Halperin states that fist-fucking is
the only new form of sexuality invented in the 20th century before the emergence of phone sex
or through the Internet (91). Dating back to the late 1960s, S/M contributed, according to Rubin,
to the elaboration of collective practice and community formation in the gay scene of San
Francisco. Hocquenghem witnesses a similar phenomenon for his part at the Mineshaft club in
New York City. He underlines how despite the extreme side of the sex acts practiced by its
customers, the club is a space where kindness and fraternity prevail (62). Hocqueghem
enthusiastically considers such a discrepancy as an opportunity to challenge conventional views
on sexuality: “Nos conceptions du sexe sont peut-être inadéquates à concevoir ce mélange
d'innocence et d'obstination perverse. Non, ces gens-là ne sont pas des brutes assoiffées de sexe,
ils en sont le théâtre” (63). The idea of theatralization does indeed correspond particularly well to
what takes place in S/M clubs. Hocquenghem observes that, due to their ingestion of alcohol and
drugs, S/M practitioners focus on the representation of sexual acts using fists and urine rather
than on actual sex acts involving genitalia and leading to orgasm.
If the theatralization of sex as well as gender contributed to the creation of a form of
collectivity among gay people in New York, Hocquenghem observes that it is in San Francisco
that it reached its most elaborate form. He attributes this tendency to the fact that 200.000 or
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300.000 homosexuals in a city of 700.000 inhabitants have more of an impact than a million in a
metropolis of 12 million like New York. It is thanks to this difference of ratio that San Francisco
has become the gayest city in the world. This phenomenon, Hocquenghem specifies, is recent,
given that it derives from the 1969 Stonewall events. Arriving ten years later, the author
discovers with curiosity the social and political organization generated by a movement of
population so significant that it has been characterized as gay migration (184). Interestingly,
Hocquenghem considers geography as one of the factors explaining why gay people, like other
disenfranchised groups, chose San Francisco and why the initial inhabitants welcomed them: “Si
les exclus de toute l'Amérique ont choisi San Francisco, c'est parce que la ville semble
perpétuellement sur le point de lâcher les amarres” (173). The city’s location on the San Andreas
Fault nourishes fantasies of separation from the continent which correspond well to the utopian
dreams of unforeseen horizons that the beatniks, the hippies, and other groups along with the
homosexual community tend toward. More than a spatial particularity, the San Andreas Fault
affects San Francisco’s conception of time in a way that, according to Hocquenghem,
particularly fits with the gay community. Under the constant threat of an earthquake, the
inhabitants of San Francisco have developed an indifference toward the rhetoric of catastrophe
by living with intensity “un continuel provisoire” (177). The impossibility to rely fully on the
long term consequently challenges the reproductive futurism through which the heterosexual
family has built its legitimacy as a superior social structure. Giving up on the focus toward
reproduction further leads to a perspective of society that is no longer about making History and
preserving one’s own heritage (180).
While the position toward historical time appears subversive, it does not prevent the gay
community from participating in the overall social and political life of San Francisco.
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Hocquenghem notices how the city has allowed homosexuals to learn how to occupy key
positions in all sorts of institutions including the police or city government. His interview with
gay city representative Harry Britt offers him an opportunity to reflect on the rise of the gay vote
under the leadership of Harvey Milk which, in 1976, pushed San Francisco to move from a
political structure with one unique district to a multiplicity of districts with at their head a leader
who corresponds to their demographics. Consequently, the city government better reflects the
diversity of its population with a gay supervisor for the gay district, a black one for the black
district, a Chicano for the chicano district and so on (192). Even though this form of
multiculturalism, which acknowledges and respect different cultures while separating them,
logically differs from his advocacy of métissage, Hocquenghem does not address any form of
criticism. He underlines nonetheless that his interest in Britt not only comes from his
homosexuality but also from his Marxist affiliation, which created tensions with the more
conservative branch of the gay community (193). This conjunction of homosexuality and
Marxism suggests that what happened in San Francisco at that time had the potential to
implement a change more radical than a mere access to power of a homosexual fringe that
defends consumerist interests and the upper-class. This American experience also significantly
challenges Le désir homosexuel’s pessimism according to which Hocquenghem could not
imagine French homosexuals collaborating with communists and occupying a position of power
within any political institutions. Britt further shares Hocquenghem’s reluctance to consider
homosexuality as a specific identity: “Les homosexuels, l’homosexualité, ça ne m’intéresse pas.
Je ne m’intéresse qu’aux gays. Être gay, comme être noir, n’est pas une catégorie raciale ou
sexuelle. C’est avoir vécu une certaine oppression et lutter contre” (193). Britt’s differentiation
between homosexual and gay seems surprising given that homosexuality usually describes a
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sexual orientation and gay qualifies the culture, and the idenfitication, if not identity, that derives
from such orientation. Despite this confusing use of terminology, Britt, like Hocquenghem, does
not consider homosexuality as an essentialist sexual category, which would deprive the subject
from agency, but rather as an embodied experience of oppression that simultaneously politicizes
subjectivity and opens up for alliances with other disenfranchised groups.
Despite this promising political horizon, Hocquenghem cannot ignore that the creation
and recognition of the gay community in the United States significantly derives from the fact that
it represents a flourishing new economic market. According to a study in Business Week that he
quotes in his guide, homosexuals represented 19% of the US consumption in 1980 (199). In San
Francisco, gay businesses developed so much that the existing gay bars and clubs from the
Castro asked for a halt to opening new establishments. At the end of his interview with Arthur S.
Lazere, the director of the Golden Gate Business Association, the first gay Chamber of
Commerce in the world, Hocquenghem cynically concludes: “S'il n'y a plus de racket 'dur' à San
Francisco, c'est peut-être, suis-je méchant, que le 'nouveau racket' en douceur est né: celui des
professionnels du capitalisme gay” (201). It is in Los Angeles and the neighborhood of West
Hollywood that Hocquenghem claims to measure fully the power that money represents in the
gay community. Extremely critical of this wealth that he finds absurd, extreme, and even
insulting, he notes that the practice of cruising between men has turned into a cruising into cars:
“c’est l’homo-automobilisation gay. La fusion, la symbiose entre le personnage gay et son
automobile atteignent ici un point exemplaire” (208). It is important to specify that what bothers
Hocquenghem is not the process of dehumanization itself through the fusion of men with their
cars but rather the fact that such a dehumanization manifests a submission to the law of
capitalism. In l’Après mai, he celebrated the potential of motorbikes as desiring machines
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through which new forms of connections and pleasures could be possible. Described by
Hocqueghem as unhinged, these fiery machines are the opposite of the well-functioning cars that
represent compliance to utilitarianism (AM 182). While the mating dance of cars in LA could at
first appear similar to the machine-like desire of the motorbikes, it actually reveals the ways in
which capitalism has shifted from a utilitarian to a consumerist perspective. I believe that
through this observation, Hocqueghem realizes how moral liberalism can easily be co-opted by
economic liberalism and therefore produces new forms of alienation.
In a city where even gay political figures act as lobbyist and organizers of power rather
than advocates for change (211), Hocquenghem manages nonetheless to end his entry on LA
with a hopeful note by interviewing Stephen Lachs, the first openly gay judge. The author
acknowledges his surprise to identify Lachs right away at the Supreme Court of Los Angeles
because of his effeminate look, his “air de folle” (213). This reaction by Hocquenghem translates
how even for an activist like him, it is still uncommon to observe gay people in institutional
positions traditionally occupied by heterosexual men. More than a mere question of
representation, the interview reflects the ways in which being a gay man modifies the exercise of
power. By sitting on the bench as a judge, Lachs embodies a form of authority that can prevent
homophobic remarks and behaviors in court. While acknowledging his own privilege as a white
man from the middle class who went to prestigious law schools, the judge considers nonetheless
that his non-normative sexuality increased his sensitivity to issues affecting other minorities,
especially racial minorities. This particularity deriving from a shared experience of oppression is
not superficial, given the high proportion of black and Chicano citizens in Los Angeles (215).
Throughout his travels, and particularly in the United States, Hocquenghem was able to
glimpse what José Estebán Muñoz has coined as “anticipatory illuminations of queerness” (21).
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In a world still dominated by the model of the heterosexual family and capitalism, he
encountered individuals or even collectivities whose non-normativite practices participated in the
design of a hopeful future for queer people. According to Muñoz, queerness is not here yet but a
horizon toward which subjects orient their desire in order to feel beyond the difficulties of the
present (1). It is important to specify that such a perspective does not advocate for an escape
from reality but rather for the designing of future social relations. Muñoz’s project finds support
in the distinction made by the German Marxist philosopher Ernst Bloch between abstract and
concrete utopia. Unlike its abstract counterpart, concrete utopia finds its roots in historically
situated struggle and relies on an existing or emerging collectivity (3). More than wishful
thinking that can sometimes be detached from reality, what Muñoz seeks to maintain is an
“educated hope” which acts as “both a critical affect and methodology” (3-4). This critical
utopianism responds to political pessimism and antiutopianism, which, as Muñoz argues, serves
often as an excuse for not doing anything and maintaining the status quo. It succeeds in resisting
such a tendency by remaining open to a capacity of astonishment that can reveal potentialities.
Careful to anchor his criticism in reality, Muñoz underlines a crucial difference between
potentiality and possibility: “unlike a possibility, a thing that simply might happen, a potentiality
is a certain mode of nonbeing that is eminent, a thing that is present but not actually existing in
the present tense” (Muñoz 9). Potentiality represents something that has so far remained at the
unconscious level but possesses all the qualities to soon emerge at the conscious level. From
such a perspective, innovators play a crucial role not only in identifying but also in unveiling
potentialities which, once brought to existence, could change individual and collective ways of
life.
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While Hocquenghem already manifested his qualities as an innovator in his ability to
analyze queer spaces in Le gay voyage, I would argue that his literary work provided him with
even more freedom for exploring new emerging modes of being. By increased freedom, I do not
mean that he removed his fictions from reality but instead that he used them as a way to expand
the potentialities that he observed in reality. This continuity between reality and fiction is for
example manifest in L’amour en relief (1982), which follows the journey of Amar, a young
Tunisian blind man in Europe and the United States. Except for the starting point of the novel,
which takes place on the Tunisian islands of Kerkennah, Amar’s place of birth, the rest of the
plot leads the main character first to Rome and then the United States in San Francisco, Los
Angeles, and New York. Such a choice allows Hocquenghem to analyze, from a minority
perspective different than his, some of the locations from Le gay voyage. The influence of the
travel guide is even more significant given that the author’s encounter with Raoul Lugo, a blind
gay activist from New York, inspired the character of Amar who is himself blind and queer.
Written in the first person, the novel introduces the reader to an approach to sexuality beyond the
visual, which subsequently appears more open and fluid. Amar mentions what he calls the
“police du regard” which, I argue, echoes Hocquenghem’s denunciation of sexual categorization
and particularly of homosexuality as a “catégorie psycho-policière.” By giving up the primacy of
the visual, the policing of desire itself disappears and heterosexuality as much as homosexuality
become irrelevant: “je n’ai pas de goûts sexuel, dans votre sens. L’imaginaire est réservé aux
voyants : ainsi je ne suis pas homosexuel […] Les poètes, pour l’être aimé, parlent d’Al Habib ;
il a tous les sexes55” (219-220). Let us notice in this passage how Amar interestingly refers to his

55

In Origines (2004), the Lebanese-born French author Amin Maalouf explains that the gender ambiguity of
“alhabib” derives from the fact that the use of feminine adjectives and pronouns was almost indecent in
traditional Arabic literature.
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own culture, using the Arabic term, “Al Habib,” to illustrate his queer identity. In doing so, he
expresses his distanciation from the Western understanding of homosexuality advocated by the
gay and lesbian movement. When having sex, Amar explains that everyone becomes blind at
some point, which represents the “moment exceptionnel,” or the moment of jouissance (71).
From this perspective, Amar’s blindness no longer appears like a disability but rather like a
privileged position through which he can criticize the close-mindedness of the world he lives in:
“j’étais maintenant sûr d’être moins l’aveugle que l’invisible voyeur du monde des voyants”
(71). Hocquenghem’s choice to attribute to his character a sexuality beyond homosexuality
corresponds to his own refusal to be considered as a gay writer writing gay literature. In an
article explicitly entitled “Pourquoi je ne veux pas être un ‘écrivain gay’” (1985), Hocquenghem
expresses such a reluctance by arguing that the circulation of homosexuality in fiction had the
tendency to tame the radical aspect of such a non-normative practice and to contribute to the
fixation into a category, becoming itself a market (JR 263). That is why, as Bill Marshall
observes, he produces “novels of polymorphous desire rather than novels of the self or ego” (69).
In addition to sexual fluidity, the selfless dimension of Amar’s blindness allows him to
develop an understanding of the world that corresponds to what Rosi Braidotti describes as a
radical posthumanism which transposes processes such as hybridity and nomadism “ as means of
re-grounding claims to subjectivity, connections and community among subjects of the human
and non-human kind” (50). Amar’s frequent movements from place to place represents an
affirmation of his freedom against the segregation of blind people and their detention in
specialized institutions. Instead of responding to predetermined desires for particular locations,
his travels derive from affective and corporeal encounters with others, including an old rich
woman called Ms. Halloween, a young surfer, or a scientist. Amar challenges traditional views
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on prostitution by considering the offering of his body as preferable to charity, which he
experiences as a form of imposition (115). Similarly, the protagonist rejects the burden of
nationality and roots on his subjectivity. After becoming blind due to a motorcycle accident, he
expresses doubt toward his Arab identity (33). As if physical blindness further translated into
blindness toward borders and cultures, he welcomes his adoption by Ms. Halloween as a second
birth. Ms. Halloween’s own identity is transnational given that she was born in Eastern Europe
before emigrating to the United States with her American husband. If Amar describes himself as
an Arab-American at the end of the novel, it is because he reinvented himself and developed a
new morality once arrived in the United States (218). Recalling the criticisms generated by the
underestimation of Amar’s Arab and Tunisian identity, Marshall explains that rather than a
problematic erasure of cultural identity, it operates as a rejection of nationalism. Agreeing with
this interpretation, I consider Amar’s nomadic lifestyle in continuity with his refusal to limit his
sexuality. That does not mean however that he denies the attachment to his roots, as his pleasure
to read texts in Arabic at the New York Public Library demonstrates.
More than an anecdotal detail, the New York Public Library passage participates in a
deeper reflection on machines’ potential to facilitate connections, assemblages, and interrelations
(Braidotti 92). It is thanks to a device called Optacon (OPtical to TActile CONverter) which
enables blind people to read printed material that has not been transcribed into Braille, that Omar
accesses Arabic texts. Rather than having alienating effects, technology allows the protagonist to
simultaneously reconnect with his origins and expand his knowledge beyond the limits of the
Braille system which problematically has led to the homogenization of blind people (176). In
addition to reading, Larry, the scientist that he met in San Francisco, created for Amar a
“digicassette,” a device thanks to which he can write and therefore potentially communicate his
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story with others: “Vous venez me rejoindre, si ce texte a un lecteur. Vous êtes à côté de moi”
(178). As he brings the “digicassette” everywhere and using it to record all his thoughts and
observation, the device becomes an extension of his self in the same way that Zita, the cat
perched on his shoulder throughout the most of his adventures, had acted as his eyes. The
blurring of boundaries between the human and technology, and between the human and the
animal, calls for the development of an episteme beyond the human that would include what
Deleuze and Guattari call respectively the “becoming-machine,” and the “becoming animal.”
Even though Hocquenghem values such forms of becoming for the singular evolution of
his character, he also acknowledges the ways in which technology, once recuperated for national
and hegemonic interests, participates in the establishment of new relations of domination and
exclusion. At the end of the novel, the American government uses Amar as a guinea pig by
plugging into his brain a device that gives him back his sight. Instead of welcoming his
reintroduction in “le monde des voyants,” the protagonist experiences such a change as a forced
imposition of normativity on his self. This conversion from blindness to vision which supposedly
could free the rest of the blind population in the future, is reminiscent of the conversion therapy
which promised to turn homosexuals into heterosexuals. The exploitation of Amar’s hybrid
subjectivity further increases once the government finds out that the manipulation performed on
his brain turned him into a radio receptor that could be used for military purpose. Subsequently
forced by the Americans and then by the Soviets to spy on their behalf, Amar ends up
representing the sacrifice of individuality over the political conflicts between nations.
In front of such a pessimistic fictional outcome, it is possible to invoke nonetheless the
solution of the Empire that Hocquenghem envisioned in his last essay, co-written with René
Scherer, L’âme atomique (1986). Unlike the conventional political approach which views the
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logics of Empire as an extension of the State on the scale of the world, Hocquenghem and
Schérer advocate for an aesthetical approach: “L’Empire du Globe est une meilleure et plus
séduisante idée que l’éternelle dispute homicide entre des États nationaux – l’Empire, en tant
qu’idée esthétique, relègue les prétendues urgences du politique au second plan – Il substitute à
un ordre fait de contrainte la libre organisation des attractions passionnelles, car il met fin à la
scission entre l’homme privé et le citoyen, comme entre l’Habitant de la Terre et le membre
d’une nation” (313). This utopian logic of Empire intends to get rid of the concept of nation
whose functioning has favored categorization to the detriment of the individual. On the contrary,
the Empire would guarantee the true respect of the local and the individual by relying on Charles
Fourier’s concept of uniteism. Fourier considers that when individual passions are not repressed
by a central power, they actually participate in a movement of multiple attractions extending
from the individuals to groups, to mankind, and to the universe (331).
Hocquenghem and Schérer denounce the ways in which nation-states during the Cold
War sought to maintain the present status quo by keeping alive the fear of the collapse of the
World with nuclear threats: “La peur de la fin du Monde interdit de penser les fins de ce monde”
(315). More than a refusal of the present, they outline a new form of organization which,
according to them, should not appear more utopian than the desire of seeing peace restored in an
unchanged world: “est-il plus utopique (au sens courant d’irréaliste) de penser la paix perpétuelle
comme ‘république universelle,’ fédération morale, librement consentie d’États nationaux de
constitution républicaine […] ou de la penser comme fédération de la multiplicité infinie et
infiniment diverse de petites associations passionnelles, esthétiques, érotiques, domestiques?”
(323). Against a moralistic republicanism imposing egalitarianism and uniformization,
Hocquenghem envisages, with Schérer and Fourier, a potential harmony through the
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proliferation of sovereignties whose temporal limitation never leads to fixation. In doing so,
Hocquenghem’s last utopian project echoes his initial advocacy for a homosexual desire
disrupting sexual categorization and hierarchies. This continuity further demonstrates how a
homosexual point of view exceeds the field of sexuality and can participate in the development
of the world in a minor way, where the antisocial aspect of the singular acts as foundation for the
very potential of a relational unburdened by the norm.

145

CHAPTER 3: VIRGINIE DESPENTES’ LOGICS OF ESCAPE: FROM UNBECOMING
WOMAN TO NOMADIC SUBJECTIVITY

Punk, rebellious, violent, enraged, or scandalous, Virginie Despentes has, since her
arrival in the literary world in the 1990s, received many qualifying terms focusing on the threat
that she represents not only to literature but also to society as a whole. From the very title of her
first novel, Baise-moi (1993), emerges a desire to subvert if not to shock readers’ expectations by
utilizing crude and sexually explicit language in unforeseen ways. Contrary to what the title
suggests, Baise-moi does not depict female characters willing to submit to a man’s desire but
rather, according to queer theorist Sam Bourcier, to reappropriate a masculinist dominant
perspective for feminists who are “pros sexe et pros du sexe56” (28). “Fuck me” should therefore
be read instead as: “Fuck off!” What sounded like a conventional invitation for pleasurable sex
actually sets a trap for male readers who discover two female characters, Nadine, a prostitute,
and Manu, a porn actress, embarking on a road trip across France where they kill all the men
who consider them easy sexual targets. In Libération, February 1, 2005, Karen Bach, who plays
Nadine in Despentes’ film adaptation, confirms this reading: “Le porno, c’est des mecs qui
jouissent sur la gueule des filles, la femme qui en prend plein la tronche. Baise-moi, c’est le
contraire,” suggesting that in Baise-moi women have the power to beat and shoot men.
In King Kong Theorie (2006), Despentes recalls that the first critique of Baise-moi she
read came from a man working for Polar Magazine, who reproached her, as a woman, for

56 Despentes worked as a sex worker for several years in Lyon and Paris and explained in detail what led her to this
work and how it impacted her decision to become an author in King Kong Théorie (2006). In the context of this
quote, Bourcier also refers to Coralie Trinh Thi, a former porn actress who co-directed with Despentes the film
adaptation of Baise-moi in 2000.
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representing such female characters (117). Far from the response of a single individual,
Despentes insists that it is a common reaction to her work and that its gender implications are
clear: as soon as women exit the conventions of femininity – kind, pretty, submissive, and most
of all siding with men – men will try to undermine them. Despentes compares the journalist’s
reception to her book with editing as symbolic castration, thus: “Papy intervient, ciseaux en
main, et il va me la rectifier, ma bite mentale, il va s'en occuper des filles comme moi,” “Il n'y a
pas pire qu'être une femme jugée par des mecs […] On n'est même pas des étrangères: on est
sous-titrées, tout le temps, parce qu'on ne sait pas ce qu'on a à dire” (117-119). The antisocial
label she received for appropriating the phallus, her “bite mentale,” is well summarized in the Le
Monde’s article “Virginie Despentes, anatomie d'un phénomène” (28 July 2017), which
describes the author's literary trajectory: “Despentes était une bête de foire. Droguée-cintrée, à
Nancy puis à Lyon. Pas d'études, culture picole/ambiance zone/esthétique skin des Bérus57.
Violée puis pute. Tout le monde sait ça, sa vie a longtemps été un sujet en soi.” In that same
article, Florent Massot, her first publisher, considers that despite the violence, the
junkie/prostitute label also allowed Despentes to take advantage of it, to own it and raise it as a
banner.
Provoking repulsion as much as fascination, Despentes establishes a parallel between the
public shame she experienced and that of the prostitute (“KKT” 84). Such a similarity is not
fortuitous, she claims, but proof of the direct link between prostitution and writing. Explaining
that it was few months after she had started working as a sex worker that she wrote Baise-moi,
Despentes implies that prostitution prepared her to become an author as well as to accept the
risks that accompany such a practice: “S'affranchir, faire ce qui ne se fait pas, livrer son intimité,

57

The “Bérus” or “Bérurier noir” is a French punk rock band that had a huge success among the youth in 1980s.
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s'exposer aux dangers du jugement de tous, accepter son exclusion du groupe. Plus
particulièrement en tant que femme : devenir une femme publique” (84). Here again, Despentes
considers gender the main reason that has justified the exclusion of a female author from the
“group”. Because she refuses the traditional position to which a woman is assigned – “femme
privée, propriété, moitié, ombre d'homme” (84) – Despentes as a “femme publique”, a whorewriter, becomes a threat, trash, i.e the abject (Huffer 167). For Julia Kristeva, abject marks the
sudden irruption of a strangeness that is simultaneously harassing and repulsing the self; it does
not arise so much from dirtiness or trash itself but from what disturbs “une identité, un système,
un ordre” (12). That is why I consider the abject embodied by Despentes as an act of
desubjectivation that allowed her to extract herself from the oppressive category of “woman” and
participate in the emergence of the Third Wave Feminism that, according to Michèle Schaal,
highlights “the hybrid and contradictory identities women may experience (Schaal, “Third
Wave” 40). This chapter analyzes the evolution of Despentes’ questions on the category of
woman and its influence on her feminism in French society.
Starting with Baise-moi, I study how the two female protagonists manage to avoid the
violence usually attributed to women, wherein rape occupies a central position. Focusing on its
cinematographic adaptation in 2000, I demonstrate how Despentes’ attack on the identity
category of “woman” through abjection implies a simultaneous assault on the male characters
and the male gaze of the audience. My analysis of this strategy through Bersani’s Is the Rectum a
Grave? (1987) leads me to qualify Despentes’ gesture as antisocial. Inspired by Kristeva's
analogy of the abject self as “un exilé” or “un jeté qui (se) place, (se) sépare, (se) situe et donc
erre” (15, her emphasis), I further argue that the desubjectivation of Nadine and Manu in their
embrace of the abject runs parallel to their inability to find a place in which to settle. Like a
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bloody and overly sexual Thelma and Louise58, Nadine and Manu's murders lead to a road trip
across France whose final destination can only be their own death. Agreeing with Debarati
Sanyal who, in The Violence of Modernity (2006), interprets Nadine's comment, “ailleurs, moi
j’y crois pas” (BM 184), as an admission of powerlessness against the economic and sexual
violence affecting the two protagonists, I underline the dead-end of the antisocial stance of
Despentes’ prostitute/trashy women. Wherever they go, whatever the intensity of their sexual
activity or drinking habits, Nadine and Manu never find a way out of a society structured by the
dichotomy predator/prey, executioner/victim. More problematic, the revenge they take against
those men who considered them as nothing else than sexual objects reinforces the systemic
violence they initially rebel against since they become in turn predator and executioner. Despite
the generative role played by Baise-moi on feminist theory in France and on marginalized
women, Despentes’ initial feminism, as I will also show in Bye Bye Blondie (2004), has a limited
impact on the social and political level.
The second part of this chapter analyzes Despentes' attempts to create new forms of
relationality that can overcome the nihilistic aspect of her feminism. King Kong Théorie (2006),
an essay in the style of a manifesto, constitutes the theoretical elaboration of a collective revolt
from subjects who, like Despentes, capitalize on their failure to adapt to the norms imposed by
contemporary society. While remaining a cornerstone throughout the essay, feminism expands
beyond female subjects to propose a queer ethics that shares many similarities with what Michael
Hardt and Antonio Negri theorize as the multitude, i.e. a collective that does not rely on identity
but rather acts on the basis of what singular individuals share in common. In the case of

58 See Linda Williams' “Sick Sisters” (2001) for a detailed comparison between Despentes' novel and the Ridley
Scott's movie.
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Despentes, commonality consists in the rejection of male supremacy, which Despentes views as
the ideology supporting capitalism and neoliberalism.
I will show that the shift from antisocial to relational feminism can be explained by
Despentes' own path, shifting from the position of a prostitute to that of a lesbian. After meeting
the Spanish philosopher Paul B. Preciado59 in 2004, Despentes acknowledges how becoming a
lesbian generated a significant change in her life as well as in her writing practice: “Il y a un lien
évident entre création et homosexualité pour les femmes, tu peux faire une histoire de l’art des
femmes à travers les homosexuelles. Alors que l’hétérosexualité peut te tirer vers le bas en tant
que créateur. Pour moi, c’est quand je suis devenue lesbienne que j’ai compris à quel point
c’était important. Ça libère vraiment un truc. Tu t’autorises plus” (Kaprélian). Even though the
change represented by lesbianism remains vague in this quote, I propose to take Despentes at her
word and examine its presence in the works that followed her transition in sexual orientation. By
following Monique Wittig's argument in La pensée straight (1992), according to which lesbians
are not women, I first underline the continuity between the trashy sex worker and the lesbian
who both share the desire to disrupt the normative category of “woman”. I further demonstrate
that the lesbian's exit from the heterosexual paradigm allowed Despentes to overcome the
antisocial and nihilist side of her rebellion in favor of a queer feminist ethics. The turn to
lesbianism does not consist in an act of resubjectivation and fixation to the category “lesbian” as
part of what is known as the LGBT community, but rather in a way of queering gender and
sexual categories and generating the possibility for uncertain encounters that create counterhegemonic forms of relation. Geographical displacements play a major role in the shift to

59 In 2004, Preciado had just started his transition from female to male and was still known under the name
Beatriz.
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lesbianism and the kind of ethics Despentes imagines in Apocalypse Bébé (2011). The
displacements from Paris to its suburbs and from France to Barcelona experienced by her
protagonist, Lucie, leads her to question and queer her sexuality under the influence of the
character named la Hyène. Lucie’s sexual awakening represents to a certain extent the
fictionalization of what Despentes experienced while moving to Barcelona with Preciado.
Living in Spain from 2005 to 2014, the duration of their relationship, Despentes
discovered not only a new way of life but a new social and political environment with the
economic crisis unfurling in Spain. That influence is also felt in Despentes’s later work. After the
pessimistic volume one of Vernon Subutex (2015) in which Despentes depicts the alienating
effects of a contemporary France structured by social and economic crisis, volume two
represents an attempt to create a collective whose inspiration, I argue, can be found in antiausterity movements such as the Indignados in Spain or Nuit Debout in France. In this final part,
my analysis of the collective's queer aspects and the nomadic turn envisioned for ensuring the
group’s sustainability in volume 3 of Vernon Subutex (2017) shows how Despentes' queer
feminist social experiment resonates with Deleuze and Guattari's concept of “becoming-woman”
as nomadic subjectivity and demonstrates its relevance to contemporary social and political
movements of resistance.

Part 1: Baise-moi and the Antisocial Thesis
Post-Pornography as a Weapon of (Self)Destruction
In asking through the title of his essay “Is the Rectum a Grave?” (1987), Bersani situates
himself in the lineage of Hocquemghem who, as we have seen in chapter two, advocates for the
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eroticization of the anus as a way to challenge the primacy given to the phallus and
heterosexuality. In his elaboration of sexual ethics reinvesting the potential of the anus, Bersani
mainly targets masculinity, which according to him, both men and women have erected as the
symbol of power and mastery. His suggestion to bury masculinity in the rectum bluntly refers to
anal sex, and particularly to the “passive” role that the penetrated partner is supposed to endorse.
Because being penetrated culturally equates to abdicating power, such a practice, which usually
justifies men’s mastery over women, becomes unacceptable when considered for a man: he
would lose his masculinity, in other words his domination (212). Rather than trying to
deconstruct such a biased perception on penetration, Bersani intends to exploit the value that he
identifies in the powerlessness of passivity to shatter the proud masculine subjectivity. Revealing
to men the strong appeal that loss of control and powerlessness hold for them, anal sex in male
homosexuality destabilizes masculinity and conventional gendered power dynamics. Bersani
further expands this potential of male homosexuality to any form of “anticommunal,
antiegalitarian, antinurturing, antiloving” sexuality in the sense that the intensity of sexual
pleasure disturbs the organization of the self and its relations to the other, beyond gender. That is
why a feminist like Lynne Huffer took up this gay perspective and applied it to female sexuality,
by asking in her turn, “are the lips a grave?” and developing an ethics of sex that seeks to bury
the systemic objectification of women60.
This embrace of the loss of the self through sex strongly differs from the position of
Catharine McKinnon and Andrea Dworkin who promote what Bersani calls a “redemptive

60

The lips in Huffer’s essay Are the Lips a Grave (2013) refer to Luce Irigaray’s “Quand nos lèvres se parlent”
(1977), which establishes a lesbian sexuality that offers to partners new ways to relate to each other. I will
further discuss the implications of Irigaray’s text in the section “Traveling and Lesbian Empowerment in
Apocalypse Bébé” of this chapter.
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reinvention of sex.” McKinnon and Dworkin are particularly known for their denunciation of
pornography, which they view as an eroticization of violence and mastery of men over women.
Bersani’s issue with their argument is that their indictment of pornography extends to an
indictment of sex and the power relations that it generates. According to him, refusing to address
issues of power and violence in sexual fantasies do not make them disappear but rather
perpetuate the ones that already exist, i.e the domination of men over women. Consequently, he
argues on the contrary that pornography must be multiplied in order to constitute a field of
experimentation that challenge one’s preconceived notions on subjectivity and desires.
Despentes similarly associates pornography with a threat to the subject's unquestioned self by
underlining its capacity to deal with intimate and often disturbing fantasies:
Le problème que pose le porno, c'est d'abord qu'il tape dans l'angle mort de la
raison. Il s'adresse directement aux centres des fantasmes, sans passer par la
parole, ni par la réflexion. D'abord on bande ou on mouille, ensuite on peut se
demander pourquoi. Les réflexes d'autocensure sont bousculés […] Et c'est là
que se raidissent et hurlent beaucoup de militants anti-porno. Ils refusent qu'on
leur parle directement de leur propre désir, qu'on leur impose de savoir des
choses sur eux-mêmes qu'ils ont choisi de taire ou d'ignorer (KKT 91).

While, like Bersani, Despentes opposes the “redemptive reinvention of sex” advocated by
McKinnon and Dworkin, she maintains that pornography remains problematically a genre made
by men for men, which therefore would seem to reinforce rather than to shatter masculine
domination (KKT 103). Moreover, she considers porn a safe place, for instead of risking
exposure to an actual sexual encounter, the viewer comfortably observes in front of the screen or
on the printed page, others having sex, experts on how to have sex, and predictably, receives
sexual pleasure out of it (102). However, male-centeredness and safety are more symptoms of
the porn industry from the 1970s to today than inherent characteristics of pornography. The
epigraph of Despentes’ chapter “porno-sorcières” in King Kong Théorie, which is taken from
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sex-performer Annie Sprinkle, might better represent Despentes' own position: “La réponse au
mauvais porno n'est pas d'interdire le porno, mais de faire de meilleurs films porno!61” (87).
Indeed, Baise-moi might be read as Despentes' attempt to create a film that can exploit the
potential for the self-shattering Bersani identified in pornography.
Unlike porn films made by men for men, Baise-moi is made by women against men and
whoever supports them. The film directors are a former sex worker, Despentes, and a former
porn actress, Coralie Trin-Thi. As a public display of women's potential for multiple orgasms
and uninterrupted sex, prostitution and pornography can represent a threat to society, which
could well explain the controversy generated by the film’s release in June 28, 2000. On May 23,
2000, the “Commission de Classification des Films62” decided to rate the film -16, meaning
forbidden for those under the age of 16. The ministry of culture and communications, Catherine
Tasca, accepted this decision provided that the following warning be added: “ce film, qui
enchaîne sans interruption des scènes de sexe d'une crudité appuyée et des images d'une
particulière violence, peut profondément perturber certains spectateurs” (Camy and Montagne,
219). Despite the approval of the ministry, two petitions63 asked for the film to be rated X.64 Two
days after the release of Baise-moi, the Conseil d'État decided to rule in favor of the “ixification”
of the film, thus cancelling its screening visa.
Many cinema critics and people in the industry nonetheless defended Baise-moi on behalf
of freedom of expression. However, as Gérard Camy and Albert Montagne suggest, the freedom

61 The epigraph is from Sprinkle's Hardcore from the Heart (2001).
62 The French commission in charge of determining the rating of films.
63 The first was from the non-profit “Promouvoir” whose president was Andre Bonnet – also the director of the
extreme right-wing party, Mouvement National Republicain. The second one was from three parents of children
who were older than 16 and less than 18
64 In France, when a movie falls under the category of X, it has a higher tax rate and cannot be publicized.
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of expression argument did not mean that the film received unwavering support. Many cinema
critics condemned Baise-moi on aesthetic grounds: “c'est un film informe, chaotique, incontrôlé,
un enregistrement primal de flashes, sans doute inspiré par une pulsion de désespérance, mais
révélateur d'une totale incapacité à cadrer, aligner deux plans, projeter quoique ce soit d'autre
qu'une déclaration d'intentions” (Camy and Montagne 219, my emphasis). These comments,
taken from Jean-Luc Douin's article in Le Monde (July 15, 2000), dismiss the directors' capacity
to have deliberately chosen a B-movie aesthetic for their film. The words, “primal,” “pulsion”
and “incapacité,” deny any form of control on the part of Despentes and Trinh Thi and condemn
the film without analyzing the extent to which its chaotic qualities can support what the directors
sought to show. The defects of the film cannot be deliberate but are, in this model, the result of
the failures of the directors, both female, both marginal subjects. Similarly, Pascal Merigeau’s
review in Le Nouvel Observateur (June 22-28, 2000) insisted on the film’s lack of reflection and
intelligence:
Plus que l'intrusion du hard dans le cinéma standard, dont on peut penser qu'elle
se limitera forcément à un certain type de sujets et qu'elle cessera d'exciter dès
lors qu'elle aura perdu sa nouveauté, c'est cette dérive qui inquiète, ce refus de la
pensée, cette incapacité à réfléchir sur la mise en œuvre des pulsions et sur les
moyens de cette mise en œuvre. Le film au service de la barbarie en quelque
sorte (Camy and Montagne 219, my emphasis).

According to this film critic, “pulsions” or impulses prevail over their analysis. But rather
than contesting Douin or Merigeau's characterization of Baise-moi as a film whose “pulsion” or
“enregistrement primal” deny the possibility of thinking, I would suggest that the critics are
acknowledging Despentes and Trinh Thi's challenge to the audience's expectations and
rationality.

155

Baise-moi's originality resides in its aim to shock rather than to please the audience.
While mainstream pornography's main concern is usually to arouse and look realistic (Bourcier
44), the money-shot65 being the ultimate “effet de réel” that proves that sex really took place,
Baise-moi focuses instead on sexual representation’s relation to violence, thus unveiling, says
Sanyal, “the concrete realities of the body's vulnerability, desire, and death” (167). In The
Violence of Modernity (2006), Sanyal argues that form, by separating life from art, usually
maintains the reader or the viewer in a position of comfort, as the witness of “the spectacle of
perversity without the embodied experience of violence.” On the contrary, Baise-moi works as a
“revenge of content over form” for it rejects “the hypocrisy of aesthetic conventions that soar
above or sterilize the messiness of the real” (170). Agreeing with Sanyal's interpretation that
Despentes desires to uncover the dark side of sex and to disturb viewers’ comfort, I would
nonetheless argue that such a goal does not necessarily imply the refusal of form, but rather, that
it allows for experimentation with new forms capable of not just describing, but of directly
conveying the vulnerability and violence that Despentes and Trinh Thi want their audience to
feel. Referring to Hall Foster's The Return of the Real (1996), Wencke Mühleisen qualifies the
aesthetic of Baise-moi as a form of “new realism,” whose specificity is “to mediate and grasp
aspects of reality that at the same time affect this reality: to move the world both emotionally and
politically based on a persuasive, performative reality effect” (122). The performative reality
effect of this new realism establishes a direct relation between reality as perceived and organized
by the filmmakers and the “experience” of the viewers. Mühleisen considers this relation an
emotional contract that I qualify, following Bourcier, as post-pornographic. Post-porn consists in
a reappropriation of Western and mainstream pornography by minorities such as sex workers,

65 It corresponds in pornographic films to the scene in which the actor ejaculates.
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queer, trans people, or any people considering themselves as non-normative. As its name
suggests, post-porn relies on the concept of postmodernity to denaturalize the truth of sex,
bodies, and gender produced by modern pornography (Bourcier 378-379). According to Rachele
Borghi, the antinormative aspect of post-porn confers to the pornographic genre a political
content able to contribute to social transformations (29). The ultimate goal of post-porn is not,
like pornography, to arouse and comfort the audience in its normative fantasies and desires but
rather to use bodies and their representation as a laboratory of experimentation challenging the
subjects’ perceptions, whether as performers or as viewers66.

Destabilizing the Male Gaze with the Punctum
In the case of Baise-moi, the post-pornographic contract with the audience is far from
peaceful: Despentes and Trinh Thi are targeting and shooting at the heteronormative male’s gaze
and desire in the same way that Nadine and Manu shoot their victims in the narrative67. As Laura
Mulvey argues in “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” (1975), the pleasure deriving from
cinema, particularly Hollywood films, comes from the ability for the male gaze to project its
phantasy on a female figure specifically designed according to its desire (837). The gaze of the
spectator coinciding with the active gaze of the male hero on the passive female character is what
produces such a pleasurable effect (838). Critiqued for “essentializing” men and not considering

66 See also French Queer Cinema (2008) by Nick Rees-Roberts or my own contribution on non-fiction, “De la
pornographie comme une forme d’art” (2013).
67 For a detailed analysis of the parallel between the characters of Baise-moi and Despentes and Trinh Thi as
directors of the film adaptation, see my article, “From the Other Side of the Gun to the Other Side of the Camera:
Adapting Despentes' Baise-moi for Cinema” (2016), Doletiana, 5-6.
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the women in the audience, Mulvey specified in “Aftertought” (1989), that her use of “male
spectator” rather characterizes the “masculinization” of the spectator position regardless of her
gender identification (12). She explains “trans-sex identification,” the fact that for women to
identify with the male hero is a habit for women (13). Similarly, my analysis of Baise-moi does
not intend to essentialize the heteronormative male audience but rather to consider it the favored
position from which films and especially pornographic films have been created. Moreover,
Mulvey’s observations are far from being fatalistic about such a situation since she advocates for
the destruction of “normal pleasurable expectations in cinema in order to conceive a new
language of desire” (835).
Despentes and Trinh Thi’s strategy to destroy the comfortable position of the male
spectator shares great similarities with what Barthes describes in his study on photography, La
chambre claire (1980) as the punctum. Barthes defines the punctum in opposition to the studium,
which corresponds to the way an individual perceives an image according to their own
knowledge. With many photographs, the emotional response of viewers mobilizes their moral
and political culture and results in their liking or disliking the image. Barthes qualifies this
response as a moderate affective investment (47-48); however, the studium can sometimes be
“traversé, fouetté, zébré par un détail (punctum) qui [m']attire ou [me] blesse” (69), a detail that
disturbs the comfort of the viewers who usually rely on the studium to appreciate an image.
Consequently, viewers lose the control they had on what they observe. Whether arousing or
hurting, the punctum inverts the conventional relation one viewer has to an image. Instead of
looking for something in the picture, the punctum from that picture pierces the viewers like an
arrow, a “piqûre” or a “marque faite par un instrument pointu” (49).
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Considering “jouissance” and “douleur” as the two potential outcomes deriving from the
punctum (51), Barthes connects the first with eroticism that he defines as a disturbed
pornography. Since the post-pornographic Baise-moi, like eroticism, disturbs the studium of the
pornographic image, “jouissance” should therefore ensue. However, the opposition of “douleur”
and “jouissance” as well as the ethical stance Barthes attributes to eroticism seems problematic.
With eroticism on the side of the “désir léger, du désir bon,” as opposed to pornography's “désir
lourd” (93), Barthes links “jouissance” to an ethical erotic desire that excludes “douleur” from
the equation. However, in Le Plaisir du texte (1973), the “jouissance” of the text, as opposed to
its pleasure, does not rely on ethics but rather, “met en état de perte,” “déconforte,” “fait vaciller
les assises historiques, culturelles, psychologiques, du lecteur, la consistance de ses goûts, de ses
valeurs et de ses souvenirs, met en crise son rapport au langage” (23). Such a “jouissance”
coming from the desire of a loss of self (23), thus not exempt from discomfort or even “douleur,”
and generated by the emergence of the punctum, is the one I identify in Baise-moi and that I
connect with Bersani's antisocial thesis.
Despentes and Trinh Thi highlight the conjunction of the two forms of sex that Bersani
regards as the most threatening for the ideal male self: the limitless sexuality of the prostitute or
the porn actress, and the passive anal penetration. Deployed in the narrative, the first consists of
a model in which women, through the combination of sex and violence, become abject subjects
of their own objectification (Louar 86). Nadine and Manu do not reject per se the assimilation of
women to objects but rather use it as a starting point for their criticism of male supremacy. They
represent objects of desire who become subjects of abjection and whose promiscuity, leading to
anxiety if not death itself, becomes for men in the narrative, what Bersani calls, a sign of
infection (211). The possibility of role-switching implied by anal sex increases the potential of
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infection since it spreads from the narrative to the male audience directly through the use of the
punctum. The powerlessness and passivity that the punctum generates allow Despentes and Trinh
Thi to destabilize male subjects by forcing them to experience the abject that, as outcast women,
they have known too well68.
Recalling her own rape in King Kong Théorie, Despentes describes the event as both
destructive and foundational: “c'est en même temps ce qui me défigure, et ce qui me constitue”
(53). Rape, she explains, damaged her femininity to the extent that she felt like a woman who is
no longer really one (53) since society expects women who are victim of abuse, to signal they are
as “[une] marchandise endommagée, polluée,” “putes ou enlaidies” and therefore excluded from
the sexual and conjugal market (49). Despentes denounces the status of victim automatically
attached to raped women, which dissuades them from speaking up and prevents them from
recovering from this crime because they would no longer be considered normal (43). As an
alternative, she refers to Camille Paglia who argued that rape is a political event in a patriarchal
society and therefore a risk that women must accept in order to not live locked in the domestic
sphere (42-43). The risk of being raped changes the status of women from damaged victim to
agents who can move on with their life and who thus refuse to reinforce their condition of
inequality in comparison to men. Instead of denying her rape, Despentes claimed this traumatic
event and decided to write about it.
The rape scene in Baise-moi tackles her comment that victims of abuse become women
who are no longer really women. Instead of passively accepting such a condition, Despentes
proposes to depict how her protagonist, Manu, rebels against her aggressors by “unbecoming” a

68 Even if Nadine and Manu may sometimes be in a dominant position, they remain nonetheless in the realm of an
unstable and always renegotiated female subjectivity. This strategy is consistent with Despentes’ aim to destroy
the image of conventional women, which has been created by the male gaze and desire.
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woman. Unlike her friend Karla with whom she is raped, Manu does not scream or try to resist
but instead opposes the three men abusing her with complete indifference. Faced with this lack
of reaction, one of the rapists admits that he feels he is having sex with a corpse, before adding,
“Elle a même pas pleuré celle-là, regarde-la. Putain, c'est même pas une femme ça”, and
concludes “elles me dégoûtent trop ces truies. C'est de l'ordure” (55). By refusing to be a victim,
to be a woman the way her rapists would like her to be, Manu deprives them of the pleasure of
sexual domination. She further undermines the impact the rape could have on her by responding
to Karla who, as a more conventional victim, reproaches Manu for her lack of reaction: “c’est
jamais qu’un coup de queue,” “c’est comme une voiture que tu gares dans une cité, tu laisses pas
des trucs de valeur à l’intérieur parce que tu peux pas empêcher qu’elle soit forcée. Ma chatte, je
peux pas empêcher les connards d’y rentrer et j’y ai rien laissé de précieux” (56-57). Manu
prefers not to attach value to her body and embraces her status as trash, as non-woman. This
status comes from the male gaze, which reveals the violence inflicted on women who can only
be women by being submissive. In that sense, rejecting the notion of womanhood as defined by
her rapists’ fantasy represents a form of empowerment rather than stigmatization.
In the film adaptation of Baise-moi, the subversion of pornography parallels Manu's
subversion of “womanhood,” expanding the attack on male desire from the characters to the
audience itself. Although the performers in that scene are porn stars and the sex acts are not
simulated but also emphasized through close-ups of penetration, the close-ups are intertwined
with images of Karla being beaten. Her bloodied face and body make the hardcore sexual content
repulsive. However, I argue that it is the shot that focuses for several seconds on Manu's
indifferent face while she is on all fours that represents the most subversive aspect of the scene:
“The absence of the anticipated response breaks away from the visual and auditive principle of
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accumulated lust found in porn films” (Mühleisen 119). Her reaction goes against the
expectation in porn of women moaning and enjoying sex in front of the camera. Concurring with
Mühleisen, it is also worth noticing the absence of music during the rape scene, especially in a
film where music is omnipresent. The only sound one can hear in the rape scene is Karla's
screams, which consequently emphasize Manu's absence of reaction. Rather than embracing
conventional pornography, the film imposes in that particular moment an absence of sound
which, as unimportant a detail as it may seem at first, expands and becomes so present that it
challenges the viewer's usual response, in other words the studium. The same way Manu's rapists
could not find pleasure because of her stoic reaction, the audience experiences her silence as a
disturbance, in other words a punctum, of what otherwise would seem like a conventional
pornographic scene. This subtle subversion of the pornographic contract exposes, from the
beginning of the film, Baise-moi's political agenda which consists in a frontal attack against the
male gaze and sexism.
Unlike the rape, the meeting between Nadine, the prostitute, and Manu, the porn actress,
initiates a proactive will to operate on the abject side and contaminate the men who cross their
path. Depicting Nadine and Manu invited to a hotel room by a man, what could be a
conventional sex scene turns into an atrocious spectacle. At first seeming to cooperate with the
man, Nadine and Manu change their mind as soon as he wants to put on a condom. The desire
for protected intercourse revolts the protagonists for whom sex is an experience that shatters the
limits of self. The man is targeted as “un connard à capote”, in other words, a believer in what
Bersani calls redemptive sex, and Manu first complains about his inability to maintain an
erection. Surprisingly, she gives the impression that she is willing to please the man. The camera
films her getting down on her knees but, instead of following her, it remains focused on the
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man's face, inviting the audience to identify with the man. The sound of Manu choking, then
vomiting is heard offscreen and the man's surprise and subsequent disgust is supposed to parallel
the viewers’. At the end of the scene, when the man is beaten to death by the protagonists, the
camera at a low-angle shot gives the viewers the impression that they are the ones being kicked.
Nadine and Manu are above him, dominating him as well as the audience. The following scene
plays on a similar dynamic, with Nadine manipulating her gun in the bathroom and pointing it at
the camera, therefore marking viewers as a target. The threat that Nadine and Manu embody in
the narrative thus extends to the threat they represent to viewers.
Referring to Laurent Joffrin's article “Pornographie, Violence, La Liberté de Dire Non,”
one of the most critical texts on Baise-moi, Bourcier’s Queer Zones (2001) attempts to explain
what could bother the journalist. Bourcier focuses on the film's last scene, which takes place in a
sex club, and that has particularly bothered Joffrin, especially the moment when Manu asks a
man to grunt like a pig on all fours before she inserts a gun in his rectum, shooting and killing
him. What could work as punctum for Joffrin, and men in general according to Bourcier, is the
transgression of the sex/gender frontier, illustrated by two women penetrating with a man (30).
The symbolic reversal of the roles again illustrates the fact that Manu and Nadine are now sitting
on the right side of the gun, and Despentes and Trinh Thi on the right side of the camera. This
last scene before the epilogue has a degree of violence and sex found nowhere in the novel. In an
interview on the talk show “Tout Le Monde En Parle,” asked why they did not put in the film the
passage of the child's murder, Despentes and Trinh Thi answered that such a scene would have
been hard to shoot and that they quickly decided to replace it with the one in the sex club. What
could be considered the most controversial scene in the novel was replaced by an equally
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shocking scene, albeit completely different in its content. Both scenes are used to “marquer le
coup,” to show what it is to “être ce qu'on a de pire” (Baise-moi 159).
By reversing conventional sexuality and voyeuristic apparatuses, Despentes and Trinh
Thi show that their film, more than simply being aware of the effects it creates, proposes a
reflection on what Lisa Downing calls “the constructedness of the convention of characterization
and on the kinds of subjectivity that given generic models presuppose” (Downing 54). Agreeing
with Michèle Schaal, I consider that the reappropriation of conventional pornography, the
depiction of violence, and the reflection on what it is to be a woman, place Despentes at the heart
of the third wave feminism69 in France (41). In line with postmodernity, such a feminism does
not rely on a stable female identity, but rather explores more fluid, hybrid and contradictory
forms of subjectivity and therefore of feminisms.

No Future, Nowhere.
If unbecoming woman and leaning toward the abject constitute an escape from the usual
gender matrix, such displacement is possible because of a simultaneous geographical shift.
However, the liberational potential represented by such escapes in Baise-moi or in Bye Bye
Blondie (2004), one of Despentes' subsequent novels, does not to turn into a sustainable way of
life in modern society, thus giving credence to the antisocial aspect of the author's feminism.

69 In Feminism is Queer (2016), Mimi Marinucci explains that feminism as a social and political movement uses
the metaphor of waves since the needs and popularity of feminism “swell and retreat” (184). The first wave
mainly refers to the movement for women's access to the right to vote, which in France was not granted until
1944. As a women's liberation movement, the second wave addressed broader issues such as the inclusion of
women in the paid workforce or violence against women.
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In Baise-moi, Nicole Fayard notices the absence of domestic spaces in favor of hotels,
bars, and cars, which challenges the distinction between the private and public spheres (68).
Nadine and Manu abandoned the potential comforts of domestic life for the risky life of
prostitution and pornography. In fact, Despentes chose for the epigraph to her novel a quotation
from Baudelaire's Femmes Damnées, which describes such creatures as “loin des peuples
vivants, errantes, condamnées” (“Baise-moi” 87). Nadine and Manu's road-trip is less about
avoiding the police than embracing their role of contemporary “femmes damnées.” As the thrill
of killing fades progressively, going places turns out to be tiresome for the protagonists whose
escape from femininity does not hold the desired promises. They have nowhere to go and no
sense of futurity: “there is no escape from the bleakness (‘le glauque’) and the rottenness of the
world in which the characters are trapped. The protagonists have only a choice of nightmares,
but ‘no exit, no options’” (Fayard 66). That is why Manu suggests they crash their car in a wall
and end the trip (155). Huffer is right to emphasize that unlike Thelma and Louise, with which it
has been often compared because of its plot structure, Baise-moi does not end in “a transcendent
leap into the otherworldly canyon lands of the American West,” but in “depressing realism” with
Manu's abject death during the hold-up of a convenience store and Nadine's arrest by the police
as she seeks to kill herself (Huffer 159). For Debarati Sanyal, the protagonists' despair lies in the
fact that no matter where they go “there is no place within the interlocking structure of economic
and sexual violence from which an 'elsewhere' or an 'outside' is imaginable. As Nadine puts it,
'Ailleurs, moi j'y crois pas'” (159). Marginalized and excluded, Nadine and Manu' escape from
femininity does not succeed in altering the heteronormative society. Even more problematic, the
protagonists, according to Sanyal, would “replicate the violence that has victimized them in
brutal scenarios of revenge that are part and parcel of Despentes's punk aesthetic.” As a
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consequence, the rebellion of Despentes' characters is not only limited but also reinforces the
violence on which patriarchy relies. They accentuate the role society has imposed on them rather
than changing the rules of the game.
Instead of the loneliness of the sex worker, Despentes’s Bye Bye Blondie (2004) explores
the dynamics of socialization in a collective but remains focused on a group of punks who are in
conflictual relation with society. In this case too, the alternative way of life is a constant mobility
and the refusal of domesticity as she recounts about her own experience in King Kong Théorie:
A l'époque, voir des concerts était plus important que tout. Justifiait de se mettre
en danger. Rien ne pouvait être pire que rester dans ma chambre, loin de la vie,
alors qu'il se passait tant de choses dehors. J'ai donc continué d'arriver dans des
villes où je ne connaissais personne, de rester dans des gares jusqu'à ce qu'elles
ferment pour y passer la nuit, ou de dormir dans des allées d'immeuble en
attendant le train du lendemain. De faire comme si je n'étais pas une fille (44)

In order to access the male privilege of mobility, Despentes prefers giving up being a girl,
like Gloria, the character in Bye Bye Blondie who identifies with the punk culture. But
pretending not to be a girl constitutes more a certain way of navigating in a male-centered social
group than a refusal of femininity. When Gloria's analyst asks her, “à votre avis, pourquoi
refusez-vous d'être une femme?” she shows great surprise since she likes wearing skirts (with
stockings that have holes), putting on tons of makeup and to going over the walls in high heels
(54). Seeing an analyst after a violent fight with her father, she wonders “alors comme ça,
accepter d'être une femme, c'était prendre des coups sans vouloir les rendre” (53). Anchoring her
rebellion in music, Gloria is a “punkette” who uses her hyperfemininity to show the artificiality
of gender (Schaal 55).
During her teenage years, Gloria meets Éric, a young man who, despite his bourgeois
origins, shares her love for punk music and the vagabond alternative life that comes with it. For
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Schaal, the protagonists’ travels across France with a collective of homeless, losers, and outcasts,
“une horde de keupons70” attending their favorite band’s concert on tour (115), is an “antiapprentissage de la société dominante” (52), whose promises for a better future are false: “Le
punk rock était le premier constat de l'échec du monde d'après-guerre, dénonciation de son
hyprocrisie, de son incapacité à confronter ses vieux démons” (Bye Bye Blondie 50). Gloria's
first working experience in a supermarket convinces her that “clochardiser,” having a life in
constant movement, would certainly be more fulfilling that accepting the violence and frustration
of normal life (108). Enjoying the freedom offered by their “No Future” lifestyle, while other
people of their age go to college and learn how to be disciplined and competitive, Gloria and Éric
soon realize that punk did not prepare them for their unavoidable return to “normal” life (117).
Éric's journey among marginals ends when his parents send him to boarding school. Eventually,
Éric becomes a successful TV host.
Gloria continues to have the same punk attitude, spending most of her time drinking at
her favorite local bar. Although critical of those who, like Éric, became mediocre adults driven
by money and a little success (32), Gloria's daily life loses its appeal: frustrating immobility
replacing carefree mobility. Proclaiming herself part of the lumpen prol, a shortened version of
“lumpenproletariat,” a term coined by Marx to define outcasts such as beggars and thieves, who
are unable to organize and join the class struggle (175), Gloria finds herself in a dead-end
situation, the same way Schaal says that punk has been “prisonnier d’une politique de
provocation et d’une représentation unidimensionnelle de l’éternelle rébellion” (57). The fact
that Gloria falls back in love with Éric and decides to live with him in Paris constitutes an
attempt to moderate her absolute rejection of society, but she continues to fight her integration to

70 Keupon means Punk in verlan, a form inverting syllables used in French slang.
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society: “Quand Gloria écoute les raisonnements d'Éric, une partie d'elle, adulte, cherche à
comprendre son fonctionnement, l'autre partie, adolescente, vitupère, hurle et réclame des
explications” (176). Gloria's willingness to understand Éric's normative lifestyle because of her
feelings for him, does not include any recognition of his superiority. Nonetheless admitting that
her previous situation did not satisfy her either, Gloria feels “écartelée, larguée” between a punk
life that she distanced herself from and a conventional life that does not look like her (228).
Despite Éric's support, Gloria's punk negativity operates like an infection, an “élément étranger”
that Éric's entourage tries to expel (199). The novel ends with Gloria’s realizing that her place is
with Éric but that this does not include their lifestyle, which she admits not knowing how to
make viable (245).
Fueled by rage, Despentes' characters play with the codes of femininity to criticize
contemporary society and express their desire for change, but such a change is never presented
nor achieved. As negative subjects, they aim to destroy the limiting normative society but fail to
propose an alternative with collective impact. Identifying a similar feminist rage in Despentes
and Valerie Solanas, author of the SCUM (Society for Cutting Up Men) Manifesto (1968),
Huffer uses Avital Ronell's diagnosis in “The Deviant Payback: The Aims of Valerie Solanas”
(2004) to describe Solanas’ marginalization and loneliness: “She [Solanas] offered the uniquely
American dead-end-one-warrior-revolution spinning on its own determined axis” (Ronell, 9 –
Huffer 165). Ronell's observation applies to Despentes' early works that suffered violent
critiques. Coming from the margins, Despentes never ceased to create female characters fighting
against male supremacy who, like Solanas' antirelationality, end up ostracized and caught up in a
dead-end feminist rebellion that has no future.
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Part 2: Failure and Lesbianism as New Forms of Relationality

Multitude of Defiant Subjects in King Kong Théorie
Despite its polemic and rebellious tone, King Kong Théorie’s resonance differs patently
from Despentes' previous works. First, Natalie Edwards suggests that by following the style of a
manifesto, King Kong Théorie binds the “I” of the author to a collectivity (91). In her
introductory chapter, Despentes does indeed specify that the position from which she is writing,
far from isolating her, corresponds to a position of failure that many subjects, in particular
women, share within a normative society: “J'écris donc d'ici, de chez les invendues, les tordues,
celles qui ont le crâne rasé, celles qui ont peur de puer, celles qui ont les chicos pourris […] les
grosses putes, les petites salopes, les femmes à chatte sèche” (KKT 11-12). Quoting a portion of
that same list, Huffer argues that Despentes establishes a collective of comrades, who like
Solana's warriors come from the place of SCUM. But if they share a position similar to the one
as “looseuse de la féminité,” the members of Despentes' collective aim at cutting up
heteronormativity rather than simply men (10). Even though Huffer's translation of “invendues”
by “left-overs” is somewhat accurate, I would nonetheless argue that it tends to place the
emphasis on the idea that women are left out by men while “invendues” could also suggest a
willing insubordination toward a way of life posing marriage and filiation as social ideals. The
title given to this chapter, “Bad Lieutenantes,” corroborates the idea that the subjects belonging
to the collective envisioned by Despentes explicitly embrace their inability to be good subaltern
officers for disengaging with the heteronormative army at work in contemporary society. Among
these “Bad Lieutenantes,” Despentes explains how being a non-seductive woman gave her the
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opportunity to make money on her own and the power to decide for herself instead of having
“une vie de merde à [s]e coltiner des mecs gentils qui ne [l]'auraient jamais emmenée plus loin
que la ligne bleue des Vosges” (11). Here again, the author parallels escaping heteronormativity
with geographical mobility, making it the starting point of the rebellion, the sine qua non
condition of her collective.
According to Sam Bourcier, the deconstruction of heterosexuality has significantly
challenged the paradigm of sexual difference, in other words the division established between
genders and sexed bodies. The critique of identities, in particular the one of “woman,” from
scholars established in the United States such as Teresa de Lauretis, Eve Kosovfsky Segdwick,
Gayle Rubin, or Jack Halberstam, have contributed since the 1990s to what Bourcier calls the
shift from feminism to post-feminism or queer feminism (Queer Move/ments 8). Unlike the
tendency of feminist theories to reduce the identity “woman” to a stable and coherent definition
that is totalizing and excluding, queer feminism emphasizes the constructiveness of identities and
their hegemonic tendency to promote instead strategies of disidentification, resignification, and
reappropriation through which individuals resist oppressive normative ideals. In her collective of
“Bad Lieutenantes,” Despentes similarly leaves room for contradiction to avoid the closure and
discriminations often at stake in group formations. Women who join can be modest or liberated
and exhibitionist, can have wrinkles or desire a facelift, desire to dress either like a “chaudasse71”
or like a man (12). Comparing, like Edwards, King Kong Théorie with Hélène Cixous' Rire de la
Méduse (1975) provides an opportunity to appreciate the difference between a post-feminist and
a feminist manifesto. While Cixous writes “en tant que femme vers les femmes” and imagines

71 “Chaudasse” could be translated as “hottie” or “hot girl.” In French, the term implies a woman who enjoys
having a lot of sex or who at least wants to look like one.
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how “la femme” can give birth to herself and express the true woman behind the false one (37,
45), Despentes challenges such an idea of truth by listing the many ways in which women have
been resignifying the identity “woman.” By writing as a “prolotte de la féminité,” a proletariat
member of femininity, she underlines her failure to embody what a “woman” conventionally is,
and distances herself from such an identity (KKT 10). The use of such a Marxist term further
demonstrates that Despentes considers that women should gather as a social class rather than an
identity per se.
More than deconstructing the identity of “woman,” the resistance to heteronormativity
similarly opens up the critique of the identity of “man” and masculinity. Rejecting gender as a
determining factor, Despentes' collective also includes men who opt out of the ideals of
masculinity: “ [ceux] qui n'ont pas envie d'être protecteurs, ceux qui voudraient l'être mais ne
savent pas s'y prendre, […] ceux qui ont envie de se faire mettre, ceux qui ne veulent pas qu'on
compte sur eux, ceux qui ont peur tout seuls le soir” (13). According to Despentes, the figure of
King Kong that she gave as title to her manifesto embodies such a queer counter-model to
heterosexuality and gender identities:
King Kong, ici, fonctionne comme la métaphore d'une sexualité d'avant la
distinction des genres telle qu'imposée politiquement autour de la fin du XIXe
siècle. King Kong est au-delà de la femelle, au-delà du mâle. Il est à la
charnière, entre l'homme et l'animal, l'adulte et l'enfant, le bon et le méchant, le
primitif et le civilisé, le blanc et le noir. Hybride, avant l'obligation du binaire.
(112)

By giving precedence to hybridity, Despentes not only underlines the constructiveness of
any form of dichotomies but also suggest the possibility to reject them. Far from just establishing
distinctions, the dichotomies that she refers to imply dynamics of power, with one term
dominating the other: man's domination over woman, that of man over animal, of adult over
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child, of good over evil, of civilization over primitivism, of white over black. Because of its
subversive position as a hybrid, King Kong threatens the hegemonic order relying on
dichotomies and needs to be captured and eventually killed. Identifying as a “King Kong Girl,”
Despentes similarly explains how, throughout her attempts to challenge what was expected from
her as a woman, she faced vehement criticisms and, as I have shown earlier, even censorship.
The manifesto constitutes the author's answer to her detractors, the proof that unlike King Kong,
she has not been mastered nor killed. She uses her anger and shame, in other words her bad
feelings, to propose a model of thinking that elaborates from rejection and failure, like King
Kong, a hybrid or queer way of being.
Written in a highly creative style able to maintain an informal tone and mobilizing a
popular figure such as King Kong, Despentes' essay similarly rejects the conventions of
scholarly essays to promote what Jack Halberstam coins as “low theory” in The Queer Art of
Failure (2011). According to Halberstam, low theory's emancipation from intellectualism allows
for the “theorization of alternatives within an undisciplined zone of knowledge production” (18).
By favoring detours, twists, and turns instead of rigor and fixity, by seeking to involve rather
than to explain, low theory becomes accessible to a broader readership (16). That is why I would
argue that, unlike her previous work, King Kong Théorie not only imagines but also has the
potential to generate a concrete collective sense of belonging for individuals failing within the
normative system. In this expanded alliance, “le féminisme est une aventure collective, pour les
femmes, pour les hommes, et pour les autres. Une révolution, bien en marche. Une vision du
monde, un choix. Il ne s'agit pas d'opposer les petits avantages des femmes aux petits acquis des
hommes, mais bien de tout foutre en l'air” (KKT 145). As an essential part of any manifesto,
according to Edwards, the utopian dimension of Despentes’ political project to “tout foutre en
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l'air” includes capitalist and heteronormative society (98). It is difficult to visualize the ways in
which the collective could organize to complete successfully such a feminist revolution;
however, utopia which, by definition, is nowhere, takes on the meaning here of a social
alternative project yet unachieved but already there in the becoming without being prescriptive.
Despentes' collective is reminiscent of the concept of “multitude,” which post-Marxist
thinkers Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri define as a collective composed of individuals who,
despite their own singularity, acts on the basis of what they have in common (100). The
multitude does not derive from a priori criteria of belonging but from a collective resistance
against capitalism that any individual can join (106). It is open to anyone and does not rely on a
hierarchical system or sovereignty, each singularity being taken into account in a similar way
and the alliance thriving on communication and collaboration. Beyond this definition, Hardt and
Negri care about what the multitude can become rather than prescribing a particular form of
collectivity (106). Like King Kong's collective that participates in “une révolution, bien en
marche” (145), Hardt and Negri insist that the multitude whose labor force no longer simply
creates material goods but also “relationships and ultimately social life itself” (109) already
exists in society. Despentes’ proximity with Hardt and Negri’s concept further relies on her
understanding of feminism as a class consciousness, and more specifically as a class struggle
against heterosexual values that, according to her, work hand in hand with capitalism and
reinforce inequalities.
It is possible to suggest that Despentes' collective represents the multitude analyzed
through the lens of queer feminism. Hardt and Negri recognize that their socio-economic
perspective is not the only adequate way of speaking about issues of differentiation and
inequalities; they welcome other forms of analysis based on sex, gender or race that could
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contribute to the multitude: “When we say that we do not want a world without racial and
gender difference but instead a world in which race and gender do not matter, that is, a world in
which they do not determine hierarchies of power, a world in which differences express
themselves freely, this is a desire for the multitude” (101). By taking King Kong's hybridity as
inspiration to overcome dichotomies and mobilize a collective agency and rebelliousness that is
“ni masculine, ni féminine, qui impressionne, affole, rassure,” Despentes undoubtedly express a
desire for the multitude (“KKT” 144). This position challenges Virginie Sauzon, who argues that
female solidarity in Despentes rather comes from common oppression than a desire to transgress
one’s victim status. In her manifesto, Despentes elaborates a form of resistance that transcends
victimhood and sustains the multitude. However, the journey toward multitude has a long way to
go. At the end of King Kong Théorie, Despentes concludes by an ironic “Sur ce, salut les filles,
et meilleure route...” (145), emphasizing the long road for the emergence of the collective she
envisions.

Traveling and Lesbian Empowerment in Apocalypse Bébé
Critically acclaimed and awarded the Renaudot Prize, Apocalypse Bébé (2011) the first
novel published after King Kong Théorie, stages the sexual questioning of Lucie after her
encounter of two lesbian characters, la Hyène and Zoska. The successive duos that Lucie forms
with la Hyène and Zoska show how Despentes reflects on the problems generated by gender and
sexual identities. The novel resonates with Despentes' life since the characters' geographical and
sexual identity displacements -- from Paris to Barcelona and from heterosexuality to lesbianism - parallel those of the author during her relationship with Paul B. Preciado. My intention is not to
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reduce the text to a roman à clé, since Despentes projected some of her traits and Preciado's
among several characters, but rather to study the impact of these features on the characters in
order to analyze how Despentes' way of escaping conventional femininity through lesbianism
participates in an alternative political project Despentes laid out in King Kong Théorie.
From an article in Le Monde “Virginie Despentes, anatomie d'un phénomène” (28 July
2017), Preciado explains that their two cultures, the post-punk underground for Despentes and
the queer-trans for Preciado, contributed to their love and partnership. If Despentes' reworking of
femininity through a punk lens opened up what Fayard identifies as anger and resistance (65), I
argue that the author's escape from heteronormativity through lesbianism expanded the potential
for a feminist queer ethics capable of overcoming Despentes' initial antirelational inclination.
Even though Despentes acknowledges that becoming lesbian changed her relation towards
others, especially men and writing, I agree with Preciado that the term lesbian is problematic:
“C'est absurde de dire qu'elle est meilleure écrivaine depuis qu'elle est lesbienne. L'identité
sexuelle, c'est une fiction politique. Virginie n'était pas lesbienne avant, ni après. Il n'y a pas de
vérité. L'écriture de Virginie est devenue plus complexe, comme sa sexualité” (Le Monde, 28
July 2017). What bothers Preciado here seems to be the truth status accorded to lesbianism which
is in fact a culturally determined sexual identity. If for reasons of clarity I use the terms lesbian
and lesbianism, it is less as final terms than because they are a way for Despentes to escape to
what Monique Wittig calls the subjectivation of women in their heterosexual contracts.
In La Pensée Straight (1992), Monique Wittig argues that the foundation of heterosexual
society is the necessity of the “Other-différent” at all levels and that this “Other” represents
dominated subjects, whether these are homosexuals, lesbians, all women, or even many
categories of men (58). That is why she calls for the dismantling of heteronormativity for it
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produces dominated subjects. Because women's subjectivation only operates within the
heterosexual matrix, Wittig argues that the rejection of the heterosexual contract by lesbians
leads to the conclusion that “[l]es lesbiennes ne sont pas des femmes” (61). Following the same
analysis as Wittig on the violence of Othering and the alternative of lesbianism, Despentes'
lesbianism represents a form of desubjectivation rather than of subjectivation. Desubjectivation
does not imply antirelationality, however, according to Huffer; the ethical dissolution of the
subject also “binds us, each to the other, through the ethical force of relation” (33). Calling for an
“erotic ethics of the other” (32), Huffer uses Irigaray's relationality without subjection and
Foucault's “erotic testing of the self as a self-undoing that requires, paradoxically, both a return
to the self and a self-release” (48). It is this act of “se déprendre de soi-même” that I argue
Despentes fictionalized in Apocalypse Bébé.
The beginning of the novel focuses mainly on the antagonist positions of the two main
protagonists Lucie and la Hyène. In charge of investigating the disappearance of Valentine, a
teenager whose safety she was supposed to ensure, Lucie represents the disillusioned woman not
at ease with herself. Her only talent to justify her tailing teenagers is that of being “invisible”
(71). Helpless in the search for Valentine, Lucie calls on la Hyène whose nickname, according to
their friend Kromag, comes from her pleasure in assaulting men (27); he calls her a “Hulk” or a
“monster,” (27-28). However, when Lucie meets her, she finds a very skinny woman, not a
Goliath who manages to impose herself by occupying “un maximum d'espace avec un minimum
de masse corporelle” (33). Furthermore, La Hyène does not allow herself to be intimidated by
men. Unlike Lucie, who ends up a passive witness, la Hyène thrives in situations where she
shows her strength: “Dompteuse de lourds. Il y a quelque chose en elle, dans sa façon de se tenir
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au milieu de la pièce, de les regarder bien en face, dans son sourire et son calme même, de
légèrement inquiétant” (127).
Another difference between Lucie and la Hyène, is that Despentes associates the first
with heterosexuality, the second with lesbianism. After discovering that Valentine had been
raped by the members of a rock band she admired, la Hyène remarks: “Quand j'étais jeune, je
croyais que lesbienne c'était ce qu'il y a de plus difficile au monde, mais en vérité, vous, les
femelles hétéros, vous mangez bien de la merde, aussi. On vous répète tellement que c'est bon
que vous finissez par faire miam miam, mais vous mangez, putain, vous mangez” (142). La
Hyène highlights the systemic violence suffered by heterosexual women and reinforced by their
acceptance of violence as the norm. Rape is central to Despentes' political program, for it
represents the direct exercise of power by men over women. Furthermore, as in Apocalypse
Bébé, it contributes to the virilization of the group and is perceived as a trauma before which
women are powerless and inevitably suffer after-effects: “Je suis furieuse contre une société qui
m'a éduquée sans jamais m'apprendre à blesser un homme s'il m'écarte les cuisses de force, alors
que cette même société m'a inculqué l'idée que c'était un crime dont je ne devais pas me
remettre” (“KKT” 47). Unlike those “femelles hétéros” who accept their condition, Despentes
imagines with la Hyène a female character who does not hesitate to express her power while
beating one of Valentine's rapists. Refusing such violence from la Hyène, Lucie remains, as
Wittig would say, subjected to her class as a woman, whereas la Hyène, as a lesbian, a renegade
“N'EST PAS une femme, ni économiquement, ni politiquement, ni idéologiquement” (52).
However, for Wittig, subjects who become lesbians were at first women for whom the feminine
model was “contraignant, totalement opprimant et destructeur” (46). Called by Wittig “lafemme,” this imaginary foundation prevents the constitution of women as an exploited class.
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This awareness of their oppression constitutes the heterosexual contract that women must reject
to embrace the empowerment, with which lesbians have experimented (49). During their
investigation that leads them to Barcelona, Lucie will question the powerlessness and isolation
that defined her up to the present.
In his study of Apocalypse Bébé, Chris Reyns-Chikuma observes that the protagonists'
geographical displacements also imply social and sexual crossings, generating moments of
frictions and fusions (550). Beyond Lucie's shock at the violence used by la Hyène against
Valentine's rapist, other moments of tension emerge when the protagonists confront their
respective opinions toward gender and sexuality. For example, after being criticized by Lucie for
playfully whistling at a group of young girls, la Hyène denies the supposed violence of her
action: “Blessant ? Mais non, c'est des hétéros, elles ont l'habitude d'être traitées comme des
chiennes, elles trouvent ça normal. Ce qui les change, c'est que ça vienne d'une superbe créature,
comme moi. Même si elles ne s'en rendent pas compte, ça allume une faible lueur d'utopie dans
leurs pauvres petites têtes asphyxiées par la beauferie hétérocentrée” (65). Instead of interpreting
this act as a reproduction of sexism, la Hyène suggests on the contrary that it opens up the
possibility to escape heterosexual norms that she qualifies as “beauferie”72. More frictions
emerge when Lucie discovers in Barcelona a lesbian community in which la Hyène is an active
member. Witnessing an orgy whose “vision d'ensemble est si inhabituelle” (174) that she has
difficulty decoding its elements, Lucie reacts with anger and fascination: “Je suis furieuse, parce
que j'ai l'impression qu'on m'a forcée à voir quelque chose qui ne me regarde en rien. Mais pas
assez perturbée pour ne pas admettre que je suis fascinée” (174). Before this form of sexuality

72 “Beauferie” works as the substantive of “beauf,” which comes from the French “beau-frère,” brother-in-law, and
alludes to corrupt, oppressive family relations, combined with a crass lack of understanding of culture and the
world.

178

that exposes women's potential for multiple orgasms, Lucie needs time to negotiate this
experience by confronting it with her own fantasies. The same confusion emerges when she
decides to begin her first lesbian relationship with Zoska, a Polish woman living in Barcelona.
When they make love, Lucie discovers a new way to approach the other and oneself, along “un
tempo différent de celui que [elle] connaissai[t], qui n'a pas de fin, se déroule sur une rythmique
différente” (296).
Irigaray would claim that, through lesbian sex, Lucie found an alternative form of
communication between lips, a way to escape the phallocentric language and categories in favor
of bodies and subjectivities on the move: “ces fleuves, sans mer. Ces rivières, sans rives. Ce
corps sans bords arrêtés. Cette mobilité sans cesse. Cette vie” (Irigaray 27). Resisting the law
established by men, these bodies without borders modify the economy of sexuality in which acts
of giving and possessing generate issues of domination between subjects. Irigaray writes: “Tu ne
me 'donnes' rien en te touchant, en me touchant: te retouchant à travers moi” (23). A similar
dynamic exists in Lucie's sexual experiences with Zoska: “je la touche, et je sens dans mon corps
ce que je lui fais; elle porte la main sur moi et c'est dans ma propre peau que je sens la sienne
quand je la touche, les limites sont floutées, nos épidermes sont en boucle” (296). For Irigaray,
such a form of sexuality allows women the love of the other through love of themselves, “je
t'aime” simultaneously turning into “je m'aime”. After Lucie's first lesbian experience, la Hyène
notices her radiant complexion and serenity and congratulates her: “crois-moi, tu es en train de
vivre le plus beau moment de ta vie: l'hétérosexualité, c'est aussi naturel que l'enclos électrique
dans lequel on parque les vaches. A partir de maintenant, ma grande, bienvenue dans les grands
espaces” (301). Like Irigaray, la Hyène not only contests the natural norms of heterosexuality but
also the restriction it imposes on women, in opposition to lesbianism's openness to “grands
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espaces,” in other words, to the possibilities of undetermined explorations of the self as well as
of others.
La Hyène's spatial metaphor further reinforces the connection between physical and
psychological displacement. Like Gloria and Eric's trip in Bye Bye Blondie which Schaal
describes as an “anti-apprentissage de la société dominante” (“conte de fées” 52), Lucie's trip to
Barcelona leads her to unlearn the heterosexual norms in which she felt imprisoned. However,
unlike the teenagers in Bye Bye Blondie, Despentes does not describe Lucie's unlearning as
limited in time, but rather as the opening to an alternative way of life through a lesbianism
capable of contesting such heteronormative notions as “real life”. Where punk appears to have a
limited life expectancy, after which individuals get back in line, lesbianism seems to maintain a
form of marginality while also conferring greater power on female subjects. In Queer
Phenomenology (2006), Sara Ahmed explains how the change of sexual orientation from straight
to lesbian further modifies the way one inhabits one’s body and by extension the way the body
interacts differently with other subjects and objects (101). Orientation in this context is not only
sexual but also spatial and social: “Lesbian desire can be rethought as a space for action, a way
of extending differently into space through tending toward ‘other women.’ This makes
‘becoming lesbian’ a very social experience and allows us to rethink desire as a form of action
that shapes bodies and worlds” (102). In accordance with Ahmed’s observations, Lucie’s
discovery of lesbian desire invites her to renegotiate the relation to her body and to others and
find a more assertive position in society.
However, this position represented by la Hyène and acquired by Lucie does not go
beyond an individual frame and consequently does not lead to a collective and political project
that challenges the patriarchal system envisioned by Despentes' King Kong Théorie. In
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Apocalypse Bébé, rebellion, as often with Despentes, emerges through a teen spirit,73 manifested
as a rejection of the society with which adults are complicit: “Elle [Valentine] ne veut pas
devenir une adulte comme sa mère, obligée de se marier et de mentir sur ce qu'elle est. Elle ne
voit autour d'elle aucun adulte qui ait une direction. Un reste de dignité. […] Ils ne savent
qu'obéir, à n'importe quel ordre. Survivre, à n'importe quel prix. Elle va mettre un coup de frein
là-dedans. Le monde qu'ils ont construit, elle va y mettre un peu d’ordre” (333). Valentine’s
desire to put a stop to the world fashioned by adults emerges nonetheless from a private rather
than a public position toward the heterosexual contract and the patriarchal order. Training herself
to be submissive to men's desire, she finds it normal to please Carlito sexually since he
represents the Alpha male in her group of friends (308). Instead of trying to seek an alternative to
exit the patriarchal order, as the one found by Lucie, Valentine opts for radical destruction: “Un
mouvement politique n'est validé que s'il a fait des morts. Sinon, c'est du féminisme : un hobby
pour femmes entretenues. Il faut la violence. Sinon, personne n'écoute” (338). Despite the
warnings of her friend Magali, for whom violence does not solve anything, since it inevitably
establishes power legitimized through violence (338), Valentine blows herself up at the Palais
Royal during a ceremony awarding her father the Légion d’Honneur, the highest French order of
merit for military and civil achievements, thus lending her gesture the symbolic value of killing
both the patriarchal order and the nation (Reyns-Chikuma 557). Under the influence of a radical
nun74, Sister Elisabeth, Valentine intended to distinguish herself from the herd as well as to
awaken the consciences of others and to generate a collective movement through the principle of

73 Besides Gloria’s character, there is also the example of Bruno, who refuses to grow up and collaborate with
society in the explicitly titled Teen Spirit (2002). The title is also likely a direct reference to “Smells like Teen
Spirit” by the iconic rock band Nirvana, thus reinforcing the idea that grunge/punk music associated with
teenage represent Despentes’ favorite way to envision rebellion.
74

It is worth pointing that the nun’s political fundamentalism leans toward the right-wing.
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contagion, leaving behind a video in which she explains the destructive force she hopes to
initiate: “Je suis la peste, le choléra, la grippe aviaire et la bombe A. […] J’espère que vous
suivrez le mouvement” (359). Reduced by the media to an act committed by a mentally unstable
teenager, “nymphomane, droguée, une gamine égarée” (366), Valentine's act does not create the
impact intended. Therefore, Apocalypse Bébé ends up the same way as Baise-moi, in other
words, by the death of protagonists whose gestures do not go beyond an oppositional rebellion
that ultimately fails to be understood and to lead to a collective escape, an elsewhere from
heteronormative society.

Part 3: Vernon Subutex: From Alienation to the Emergence of a Marginal Collective

Experiencing and Overcoming Cruel Optimism

Despentes’ latest work, Vernon Subutex, a roman-fleuve published in three volumes,75
encompasses the author’s persistent questioning of marginality within modernity, while
imagining for the first time the emergence of a collective resistance. I will show how Despentes'
collective derives from processes of desubjectivation that no longer solely concern women but
any subject, as exemplified by the main protagonist, Vernon Subutex, a heterosexual man in his
fifties. Following the structure of the novel, I start with the first volume, which focuses on
disillusioned individuals struggling to survive rather than living in a contemporary France
plagued by a form of cultural decadence. Each chapter depicts, from the perspective of a

75 The first two in 2015 and the third one in 2017.
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different character, the disappointment of a generation that grew up with rock’n’roll and
envisioned a liberal society in which they would thrive. Vernon’s case is symptomatic of the
downfall generated by neoliberalism and technological progress, since as the owner of a record
store, the development of dematerialized music causes him to lose first his job and then his
apartment. Following Vernon’s progressive alienation, readers encounter the protagonist’s
former clients and friends who, one after the other, house him for short periods of time. Whether
it is Emilie, the perennial mistress of a member of a rock band, Xavier, who after writing a
successful first movie returned to anonymity, Sylvie, a former drug addict who became a
bourgeois single mother, none of these individuals, whether in favor or against the neoliberal
turn taken by the country, achieved the life they were hoping for. Nathalie Crom’s critique
summarizes accurately the overall impression left by the volume, speaking of “[un] malaise
général qui étreint le vaste échantillon d'humanité peuplant ces pages.” Despite its general
aspect, I identify in the novel various strategies used by the characters to deal with such a
discomfort.
Emilie and to some extent Sylvie resort to what Lauren Berlant has coined as “cruel
optimism,” that is the irrational belief that through relentless efforts to fit in the neoliberal
society they will eventually find the promised happiness and harmony. Such optimism is cruel
because it implies for subjects to make choices that not only fail at bringing the improvements
they were expecting but also hurt them along the way. Trading her rock’n’roll lifestyle for a
decent job, her poster of concerts for mainstream reproductions of piece of art, her Mohawk
hairstyle for a bob cut, Emilie respectfully followed the path of happiness promoted by the
neoliberal social ideal (“volume 1” 50). However, the results of these efforts are far from being
the ones she or her parents had hoped for. Having no kids, living by herself in a small apartment,
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Emilie perceives her life as a disappointment while unable to change anything about it.
According to Berlant, this reaction where subjects tend to question themselves rather than the
neoliberal script of happiness for their failure is typical of cruel optimism and prevents
possibilities to elaborate social change through alternative ways of life (2).
While Emilie remains conditioned by the promise of happiness as conceptualized by the
normative order, other characters express anger toward the system in which they feel ensnared.
Xavier manifests his frustration through islamophobia and fantasies of “tirer dans le tas,”
murdering any individual participating in the consumer society (“volume 1” 71). Patrice’s
declining social status leads him to violence, including towards his wife: “Je n’ai pas de statut
social. Je n’ai pas d’avenir professionnel. Si je renonce à la violence, à quel moment je me sens
maître ?” (288). Far from expressing any judgement, Despentes describes with empathy how
feeling dispossessed and unrecognized by society logically generates desires to hold on to
mastery, no matter what forms it may take. She emphasizes nonetheless the lack of solidarity
such a reasoning produces, regretting that “une alliance ne s'est pas faite, qui était essentielle,”
and that the ones with the best reason for forging an alliance, “ceux qui n'ont rien” ended up
fighting against the ones who have even less, instead of the elites who take advantage of this
situation (“volume 2” 79). Even though, unlike cruel optimism, Xavier and Patrice question the
neoliberal ideals, they remain enclosed in their own individual struggle and reinforce in the end
the very system they wish to destroy by targeting other marginalized people.
The other alternative that Despentes envisions with Vernon’s case could be qualified as
passive resistance. Realizing after losing his job, his social welfare benefits, and his apartment,
that “[A]ujourd’hui, c’est mort aux vaincus, même dans le rock,” the subculture in which he had
initially thrived as a record dealer, Vernon does not fight back but instead “opts out” of the
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conventional scripts of happiness. While it is possible to interpret Vernon’s homelessness at the
end of the first volume as the symptom of a society crushing its citizens, I would also suggest
that it represents a radical attempt from the protagonist to disengage with society. Concurring
with the blurb that describes Vernon Subutex as “l’ultime visage de notre comédie inhumaine,” I
consider Despentes’ protagonist as the anti-Eugène de Rastignac, one of the main figures of
Balzac’s Comédie Humaine. Like Rastignac in the Père Goriot, Vernon “découvre en face de lui
une vue dégagée, il voit tout Paris d'en haut” at the end of the volume 1 (395). But instead of
concluding by “‘à nous deux maintenant!’” (Balzac 367), illustrating in Balzac the hero’s desire
to implement what he has learned from his misfortunes in order to succeed in the 19th century
bourgeois society, Despentes removes Vernon from such a spirit of revenge and conquest. She
rather imagines how the paroxysm of his alienation as a homeless person challenges his
subjectivity and confers on him the ability to multiply and enter in empathy with the various
marginal individuals populating Paris. The “Je suis” anaphora annexed to identities as diverse as
Diana's, “genre de fille qui rigole tout le temps et s'excuse de tout […] dont les bras sont maculés
de traces de coupures,” Marc who survives on the RSA76, Eléonore, a lesbian, or again “[une]
pute arrogante et écorchée vive,” “[un] adolescent solidaire de son fauteuil roulant,” “[un]
clandestin qui a passé les barbelés de Melilla” (“volume 1” 396-397), attests rather than a desire
of mastery, a desire of connection beyond the divisions and hierarchies produced by society.
Reminiscent of the open-ended list outlined in King Kong Théorie, this envisioned collective
furthermore correlates for the first time in Despentes’ work a process of desubjectivation with
the emergence of an alternative networks of cooperation and collaboration.

76 The Revenu de Solidarité Active is a work welfare benefit.
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In volume two, the true potential for a collective arises with Vernon’s former friends and
clients organizing to look for him after his disappearance in the streets of Paris. After finding
Vernon in Buttes-Chaumont Park, the search group decides to remain in contact and meets daily.
While the search for Vernon undoubtedly justified the constitution of the group, the reason for
which its members decide to stay together and form a community seems more obscure. Like
Lauren Berlant, who examines in Cruel Optimism (2011) how individuals develop skills to adjust
to the pressure of a destabilizing social world structured by crisis, I consider affect as a key
component to understanding people’s decision-making process. Unable to fully make sense of
what is happening to them, even though they feel its affects, subjects tend to follow their
intuition and are thus able to experiment and to change the present in which they seem ensnared.
Furthermore, Berlant emphasizes the collective dimension played by intuition: “the penetration
of the intuition by encounters with objects, people, and scenarios actually creates a sense of
recognition and solidarity, based on a sense of the collective desire to survive what might have
otherwise seemed like the fate of traumatic inscription” (87). I would argue that Vernon’s choice
to remain homeless once found by his friends is not logical but rather intuitive, and for this very
reason generates an unforeseen collective movement. Once stripped of his former identity –
“[e]lle lui avait glissé le long du dos comme un vieux manteau lourd et encombrant” (17) –
Vernon finds an opportunity to disengage from society that inspires his friends and him to
elaborate a new way of life in the margins. While volume one focused on the subjects' individual
struggle and isolation in modern life, the second volume depicts Vernon's gradual desire to
survive while refusing to accept a return to normality. This allows for the creation of a sense of
recognition and solidarity that leads to the formation of the Buttes-Chaumont collective.
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While isolation and alienation in the neoliberal society constitute a valid reason for
subjects to gather in a collective, the sociologist Lilian Mathieu mentions in Comment lutter?
(2004) the approach of Antony Obershall who, in Social Conflict and Social Movements (1973),
suggests on the contrary that subjects’ mobilization derives from groups, communities, or
associations already existing (111). Obershall’s insight is not as incompatible as it might seem
with what I advanced in the previous paragraph, if instead of talking about already existing
groups we also consider groups that have already existed. Despentes' collective primarily gathers
former clients of Vernon’s store, who at the time formed a rock 'n' roll community. It is not only
the feeling of exclusion in the present but also the experience of socialization from the past that
contributed to the creation of the Buttes-Chaumont group. The conjunction of the present and the
past I adopt in my analysis of the collective' constitution is inspired by Jose Esteban Muñoz’
utopianism which envisions futurity as the result of the resurgence of an echo of the past (that is
no longer conscious) in an unsatisfying present. As Mari Ruti suggests, Muñoz 's utopianism is
reparative in the sense that it views negative feelings toward the present such as pain, shame, or
despair, as an opportunity to engender a collective political response (174). The videotapes
recorded by Alex Bleach before his death represent in the novel the glimpse of the past, of the no
longer conscious rock 'n' roll communal spirit, that gives hope to the wounded characters of the
first volume and pushes them to create a new form of sociality. Again, following Berlant on the
crucial role played by intuition, it is important to notice that Despentes explains la Hyène’s
decision to show Bleach's videotape by her “intuition opiniâtre” (“volume 2” 91). Knowing that
by showing these videos she would get herself into trouble and probably destabilize the lives of
Vernon's friends, la Hyène chooses nonetheless to follow her intuition and as a result to allow
individuals to connect in a new and unforeseen way.
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Queering the Multitude
Based on the Buttes-Chaumont park, the community initiated by Vernon and his friends
gradually includes more and more members. However, Despentes seems to reject any
explanation to the members' desire to congregate: “Ils ne s'admiraient pas, ils ne se ressemblaient
pas, ils n'avaient pas d'intérêt à se côtoyer, mais une fois rassemblés ils s'agençaient” (178). Far
from constituting a weakness, the heterogeneity of the collective is what guarantees its openendedness and therefore its potential for growth. Hardt and Negri's concept of multitude is
helpful here to think about the ways in which each subjects' particularity or singularity consists
in an opportunity for a collective's expansion. Focusing on common action instead of common
identity, the multitude can potentially include any subject without erasing their own singularity.77
What gathers its members is their opposition to neoliberal capitalism and its biopolitical tools.
Hardt and Negri envisions the multitude as the “living alternative that grows within Empire,” the
term they use for the global network power that supports neoliberalism (xiii). They argue that the
organization in network helping the Empire to maintain the hegemonic order through hierarchies
and divisions simultaneously create new circuits of communication and collaboration that
contribute to the development of a sense of commonality among people. By bringing this
perspective at a micro-level, the Buttes-Chaumont collective could be perceived as an alternative
circuit of collaboration that grew within the French neoliberal society – in other words, as a
multitude.

77 Hardt and Negri even insist on the fact that they favor the singular multitude over multitudes since the plural
could suggest identity groups seeking to rule over one another (222).
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What further leads me to bring the novel's community closer to the concept of multitude
is the article “Multitude Queer. Notes pour une politique des 'anormaux'” (2003) published by
Paul B. Preciado, Despentes' former partner. Referring to Hard and Negri, Preciado
conceptualizes queer “multitudes” as a model of resistance against sexual biopower and
heterosexuality that he coins as “Sexual Empire.” Queer multitudes derive from the organizing
and empowering of sexual minorities through a reappropriation of the apparatus that the Sexual
Empire employs to regulate, control, and normalize them, like medicine, the family, or
pornography (6). Considering the rejection of the heterosexual model, the sine qua non condition
for the development of queer multitudes, Preciado mentions Teresa De Lauretis’ belief in the
necessity for subjects to disidentify with the categories at play in society (6). He then takes
Wittig's seminal statement that lesbians are not women as the inspiration for the creation of
hyperbolic forms of identity (hyper-identity), identities not reduced to a single gender (postidentity), and new forms of subjectivity that resist the universal, white, colonial and straight
point of view on what is “human” (7). Preciado's queering of multitude allows us to think about
Hardt and Negri's concept in relation to the issue of subjectivity which, I argue, is central in
Despentes' elaboration of her collective.
My observation of Vernon's capacity to enter in connection with others through
desubjectivation at the end of volume one actually extends to the other members of the ButtesChaumont group who, through various forms, challenge normative subjectivities. Like Vernon,
Olga and Laurent's homelessness lead them to disidentify with sedentary citizens while La
Hyène, Gaëlle or Anaïs discard the category of “woman” through their lesbianism. As a former
porn-star, Pamela embodies a hyperfemininity whose sexuality places her on the abject side
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despite her popularity among men.78 Daniel, a former porn-star himself when he was a woman,
transitioned to become a man, thus challenging gender categories. I would even argue that
Aïcha's embrace of Islam and the decision to wear the niqab, despite her lay education,
represents a form of hyper-identity that opposes the universal principles of the French Republic,
which are at the same time expected from and denied to post-colonial subjects. While not
necessarily in relation to heterosexuality, the members’ defiance toward normative subjectivities
confers a queer aspect to their collective. As a subjectless critique, queer theory, according to
Mari Ruti, is not reduced to sexual orientation but encompasses “anyone with a troubled,
wounding, or antagonistic relationship to social processes of normativization” (33). That is why
Judith Butler emphasizes queerness’ capacity to constantly reshape the contours of political
contestation, unlike gay and lesbian identity politics (228). Rather than a matter of sexual
orientation, being queer consists in a positioning at the margins, where loss and failure grant the
possibility to imagine other goals for life and for being.
I believe that is what the Buttes-Chaumont collective advocates through the following
motto: “Nous ne serons pas solides. Nous nous défilerons. Nous ne serons pas purs. Nous nous
faufilerons. Nous ne serons ni braves, ni droits. Nous ne serons pas des héros. Nous ne serons
pas des conquérants. Du bois tordu qui fait l’humanité nous ne chercherons pas à faire de l’acier.
Nous n’aurons ni drapeau ni territoire” (382). In this statement, the recourse to mostly negative
structures underlines the group’s rejection of what usually constitutes the features of collective
action. Privileging fluidity over solidity, ducking (“nous nous défilerons”) over marching (nous
défilerons), impurity over purity, sneaking over pride, feebleness over heroism, the Buttes-

78 According to Despentes, porn actresses' “abjection” comes from their performance of a man's sexuality: “Telle
que mise en scène dans les films, elle veut du sexe, avec n'importe qui, elle en veut par tous les trous et elle en
jouit à tous les coups. Comme un homme s'il avait un corps de femme” (KKT, 101).
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Chaumont group does not seek to impose a form of power in place of the existing one but rather
to elaborate an alternative way of living together, where twisted wood (“bois tordu”), or
individuals in their own imperfect singularity, does not have to turn into the steel (“acier”)
expected by the normative order. Such a project invites to rethink the idea of a community from
a queer perspective, where a constant critical reexamination of subjects' “experiences” and
practices allows minorities to reconnect and form alliances beyond partisanship (Perreau 148).
According to Bruno Perreau, a queer sense of belonging further emerges from the questioning of
a social contract relying on symbols or shared references (180). The Buttes-Chaumont
collective's refusal to use symbols such as a flag or a territory attests to its desire to remain an
open-ended group beyond any national or partisan concern.
The queer aspect envisioned by Despentes shields her growing community from the
pitfall that Etienne Balibar pointed out about Hardt and Negri's multitude. Balibar reproaches
their concept as being “politiquement insuffisant, et peut-être même dangereux” because of its
absence of criteria apt to determine whether or not a social movement is progressive and
emancipatory. Such a fear is legitimate when one considers the way recent forms of populism
have been co-opted by nationalist and conservative political groups in the Western world,
including France with the “Front National,” or “Rassemblement National” since 2018. That is
why Balibar emphasizes, with his concept of “politique de la civilité,” the necessity for politics
to be aware of the implications of violence in the exercise of power. It is such an awareness that
can prevent or at least control the effects of violence and therefore limit its oppressive tendency.
It is important to note that, when stating “[T]oute intervention qui a pour vocation de prévenir ou
d’interrompre un processus de violence est un exemple de politique de la civilité,” Balibar does
not privilege the struggle against one kind of violence over another but rather considers any
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violence to be an obstacle to civility politics. This ethical commitment converges with the one
promoted by queer theory, whose renunciation of categories and hierarchies attempts to limit the
violence produced by identity politics.
In Vernon Subutex, the case of Loïc provides a good example of the collective's
inclination to redirect individuals' anger into a form of civility politics rather than into violent
responses. In the first volume, Despentes describes Loïc as a son of a blue-collar family whose
social marginalization leads him to enroll in a nationalist group called “Génération Identitaire”
(368). Criticizing the political parties’ inability to ensure a decent life to their citizens, the group
promotes practices of intimidation and violence toward ethnic or religious minorities judged
responsible for stealing social benefits and jobs from French citizens. Despentes particularly
insists on the exhilarating feeling that dispossessed individuals like Loïc experience when they
find a reason to feel proud and fight for it: “L'honneur, la patrie. Ça résonne dans toute sa
poitrine, ça le traverse et le décolle. Le souffle que ça déclenche est une monture puissante, qu'il
enfourche avec jubilation. Ensemble, ils sont de la bombe. Ils vont tout renverser” (volume 1
372). By including Loïc in the Buttes-Chaumont collective at the end of the second volume,
Despentes, I would argue, demonstrates that it is less a matter of ideology than a desire to belong
that motivates individuals to gather. At first queasy, Loïc progressively abandons his prejudices
to find his place among the crowd composed of homeless, trans, queer and other minorities.
While his participation to “Génération Identitaire” relied on a sense of superiority due to his
national origin, his inclusion in the Buttes-Chaumont group comes from the capacity of Vernon's
music simultaneously to dispossess and to connect the self to a collective experience.
In Mille Plateaux (1980), Deleuze and Guattari explains how music constitutes an
appropriate medium to generate forms of alliances that resist existing models or modes of
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identification. According to them, music has a destructive potential which can initiate what they
call a becoming-minority (368). Becoming-minority emerges when subjects give up the idea of
wholeness, the “molar,” in favor of a shattering of the self, “the molecular.” An ensemble of
particles, the self “becomes” according to movement and pause, speed and slowness (334-335).
This fluidity of the self generates communication or contagion that expands the possibility of
connection among heterogeneous entities (291). In the third volume, Despentes explores such a
dynamic with the collective organizing musical gatherings called “convergence.” During these
events, subjects experiment with a new way of interacting with one another and form what the
narrator explicitly calls a “multitude”: “les épidermes perdent leurs frontières, chacun devient le
corps des autres, c'est une intimité étendue” (“volume 3” 20). Stéphanie, who joined one of
Vernon's gatherings, even compares the sensation she felt while dancing to jouissance: “Elle
dansait. Et elle ne touchait personne, elle ne frôlait pas d'autres corps, mais elle connaissait cette
sensation – elle jouissait. Ça n'avait aucun rapport avec le sexe et pourtant c'était la baise la plus
incroyable qu'elle ait jamais expérimentée” (“volume 3” 128). Described as non-sexual,
Stephanie’s jouissance comes from the loss of the self, which opens new forms of connection to
others. Through music and dance, subjects like Stéphanie or Loïc lose their stability in favor of
an “uncertain embodied, disruptive encounter of subjects with others,” a way of life that Huffer
calls an ethics of Eros (12).
In an interview for Les Inrocks explicitly entitled “ma colère est une colère de vaincu”
(May 2017), Despentes favors powerlessness and disengagement as the best alternative possible
for social resistance: “La menace, c'est ça: des gens qui commencent à inventer d'autres façons
de vivre ensemble, qui ne font même pas la guerre au vieux système, qui lui substituent autre
chose.” (25). It is interesting to notice how Despentes relates this strategy of substitution over
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confrontation to her own personal life, in particular to the fact that she became a lesbian.
According to her, resistance consists much more in the capacity to change one's own way of life
than to be simply in opposition to a system. Through lesbianism, she found a new mode of
relation to her identity as a woman that subsequently led her to experiment a new way of life
(23). The questioning of Despentes' identity as a woman is reminiscent of Deleuze and Guattari's
concept of “becoming woman.” As the term suggests, “becoming-woman” relies on the
“feminine” but instead of referring to the woman as the symmetrical other of man, the concept of
“becoming” is never fixed and undermines such a dualism in favor of a subjectivity beyond
gender and sexual difference (Braidotti 251). According to Rosi Braidotti, it is because “woman”
represents the “priviledged figure of otherness in Western discourse,” that Deleuze and Guattari
identify in the becoming-woman an opportunity for undermining the hegemony of the norm, the
law, the logos, and therefore for helping other minority-becomings occur (Braidotti 249-250).
Deleuze and Guattari believe that after women, men in turn would aim toward becomingwoman, as capable of resisting the categories and structures imposed by society (Deleuze and
Guattari 338). In Gynesis (1985), Alice Jardine reproaches Deleuze and Guattari for demanding
that women engage first in the process of becoming which, according to her, means in other
words demanding that women be the first to disappear (217). Despite the risk raised by Jardine
for the female figure to be defined by men as a silent instrument for their metamorphosis, I argue
that it is also necessary to consider the process of becoming from the point of view of women
themselves. Following Wittig, I would argue that women probably have more interest in
renouncing the category of “woman” than in staying in an unequal structure such as the
heterosexual contract. Disappearing as women is primarily destroying the mirror in which men
find their strength, thus leading them to enter the process of becoming. Despentes’ dissociation
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with “woman” through lesbianism as prescribed by Wittig is also an attempt to develop a
Deleuzian becoming-woman, which ultimately gives way to the becoming-minority of Vernon
Subutex.

The Resonance of Despentes' Marginal Collective with Actual Resistance Movements
In his recent book Gaga Feminism (2012), Jack Halberstam similarly attempts to include
within feminism subjects who show potential to go “gaga” despite the fact they are not women,
that is, to renounce concepts, such as rationality and authenticity, in favor of “the insane, the
presposterous, the intellectually loony and giddy, hallucinatory visions of alternative futures”
(25-26). Starting from a dissatisfaction with contemporary life, “where 1 percent of the
population benefits from the ruin of the other 99 percent,” Halberstam’s Gaga feminism proposes
to utilize failure as a weapon in new resistant movements that can “turn politics into
performance” through any forms of anti-normative disruption” (133). Published in 2012, the
book does not rely on hypothetical projections but takes its inspiration from movements already
existing around the world, such as Occupy Wall Street in the United States, the Arab Spring in
the Maghreb and Middle East, or los Indignados in Spain. The occupation of the ButtesChaumont and the development of a public place of debate described by Despentes in the second
volume recalls as well the strategy experimented by the Spanish anti-austerity movement in 2011
which invested the main squares of cities such as Barcelona and Madrid. Turning into a political
force and renamed Podemos for the municipal elections of 2014, such a movement must have
certainly inspired Despentes who was still living in Barcelona at the time. As a direct witness,
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she wrote several articles in the French press sharing her enthusiasm for the Spanish protest
movement's efforts to reintegrate popular sovereignty in the political life.
The article “Espagne: Virginie Despentes raconte la révolution sans fard” (2 June 2015)
stresses the political shift that took place with the arrival of three women from Podemos at the
head of the three largest Spanish cities, Madrid, Barcelona, and Valencia79. In this text,
Despentes invites her readers to consider the expression “sans fard” both in its literal and
figurative sense. By not wearing makeup, these women not only reject feminine masquerade but
also the decorum that usually prevails in the political sphere. As activists from civil society, they
embody a new form of politics capable of proposing innovative ways to approach issues of
sovereignty and citizenship that are more inclusive of local people. Despentes also praises the
inclusion of feminism and minority rights in the reflections of Spanish political party unlike the
Left in France: “Pablo Iglesias80 parle aussi de féminisme, d’écologie, de droit des homosexuels,
et n’hésite pas à s’entourer, en les plaçant au premier rang, de femmes ou d’homosexuels
visibles. On rêve de voir quelque chose de pareil dans la gauche française !” (Regards). Even
though it would be excessive to assimilate the Buttes-Chaumont group to a political organization
of the scale of Podemos, it is nonetheless possible to consider Despentes' fictional collective as a
grass-roots movement imagining a form of self-governance based on feminism and queer theory.
Let us not forget also that the national party Podemos originated from the local gatherings of
Spanish citizens who defied the austerity measures taken by the government after the 2008
economic crash. Despentes herself is aware that the success of Podemos was far from being
expected in the beginning: “on les voyait discuter, discuter sur les places et on se demandait si ça

79 respectively Manuela Carmena, Ada Colau, and Monica Oltra.
80 Pablo Iglesias is a Spanish politician who has been the Secretary-General of Podemos since 2014. He was
elected to the European Parliament in the 2014 elections.
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servait à quelque chose toutes ces réunions et ces manifs” (Grazia). One can make the same
observation about the Buttes-Chaumont collective. While it is difficult to predict the outcome of
a gathering that primarily appears as festive, the expulsion of the group from the park by the
police at the end of the second volume nonetheless gives an idea of the disturbance and therefore
the political impact that the community generated in the peaceful, gentrified neighborhood of the
Buttes-Chaumont.
The dream confessed by Despentes in her 2015 interview of seeing in France a citizen
movement like Podemos not only informed her fictional collective but also materialized a year
after with Nuit Debout, a gathering of thousands of people occupying for nights and days the
Place de la République in Paris to protest the government's labor reforms known as the El
Khomri Law or Loi Travail. It is consequently not surprising that volume three dedicates a whole
chapter to the French anti-austerity movement, in which some of the characters like Patrice,
Olga, and Xavier participate. In these pages, she praises the fact that people from France, Spain,
Greece, Portugal, Iceland, and even Germany resist the discourse that consider consumption and
neoliberalism as the only alternative for the future. She also opposes the idea that the crowd at
Nuit Debout was mainly composed of “bobos,81”insisting instead on “un bric-à-brac d'individus
dont le seul point commun est de ne pas se résigner à attendre qu'on les dévalise sans opposer de
résistance” (328). As an active member during the protest movement, the philosopher Patrice
Maniglier corroborates Despentes' observation by stating that Nuit Debout consisted in the
convergence of different social struggles toward a similar goal: “ répondre à la crise de légitimité
des pouvoirs par la mise en place d'un processus de construction d'une puissance qui ne se sépare

81 Bobo is the abbreviation for “Bourgeois-Bohême,” a derogatory term describing bourgeois who side politically
with the Left.
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pas de la multitude ouverte qu'elle exprime et étend sans cesse en même temps.” Rather than the
defense of a particular group's interests, Nuit Debout worked as an open-ended collective whose
expression and claims developed as the individuals joined the multitude. The movement rejected
any predetermined program in favor of debate and negotiation.
Despite his enthusiasm for this alternative mode of organization, Maniglier takes note of
Nuit Debout's failure to guarantee an actual space of dialogue. The ideal of an exchange of ideas
progressively turned into a succession of speeches that no longer related to one another: “nous ne
nous parlions pas; nous parlions les uns après les autres. Le pire de ce que nous cherchions à
conjurer sur la Place s'y déployait dans l'incompréhension générale : l'impuissance collective qui
confond le spectacle des solitudes assemblées avec l'invention d'un collectif actif.” The problem
raised by Maniglier is that the inclusivity of singular voices into a collective does not necessarily
lead to cooperation. The multitude that he witnessed at Nuit Debout was unable to transcend the
expression of individuals' opinions and therefore resulted in an impossibility of making
collective decisions. If the power given to singular voices equals collective powerlessness, it
seems necessary to consider another solution to such an equation. The alternative I identify in
Vernon Subutex is that by renouncing their desire for power and mastery, the singular voices of
the group can guarantee the power of the collective. I am not suggesting here that individuals
should submit to a collective order or ideal, but rather that, by challenging the position they are
inhabiting in the social sphere through a becoming-minority, they can participate in a collective
elaboration of self-governance.
Concurring with Huffer's statement that the dissolution of the subject is what “binds us,
each to the other, through the ethical force of relation” (33), I have shown how Vernon’s
desubjectivation contributed to the creation of the Buttes-Chaumont collective. However, the
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question of the sustainability of such a process remains open. As Mari Ruti argues, despite its
insightful theoretical contribution, desubjectivation appears to be unlivable in practice since it
would imply that subjects are without a psyche and therefore without feelings, memories and so
on. Instead, Ruti suggests exploring “what it might mean to be a subject after the collapse of the
unified, arrogant, and self-mastering subject of humanist metaphysics” (39). Because subjects
always live semi-coherent and semi-continuous lives, it is more fruitful to consider the
destabilization rather than the destruction of the humanistic subject or the subject of reason.
Deleuze and Guattari's “becoming-woman” is helpful here not only to analyze the destabilization
of the subject but also to reflect on how a state of instability can be maintained. They describe
the becoming-woman as an “être de fuite,” a “self on the go,” whose constant movements
perpetuates a state of uncertainty that resists any forms of categorization and mastery (344). The
instability of the subject relies on what they call deterritorialization. Building up on this insight,
Braidotti promotes the idea of a nomadic subjectivity where the self is “made of transitions,
successive shifts, and coordinated changes without an essential unity” (57). For Deleuze and
Guattari, a potential for nomadism appears each time an operation takes place against the State,
whether this takes the form of “indiscipline, émeute, guérilla ou révolution” (480). As a war
machine against the normative order, nomadism rejects sedentary space, i.e. a striated space
organized with fences that the State uses to rule and regulate its people. Instead, nomadism views
space as “smooth,” which means that each place represents a temporary settlement, a spot that
ultimately fades as the nomads' journey continues (472). Unlike the migrant who moves from
one place to another to establish themselves and become sedentary, the nomad lives in the
“intermezzo,” the in-between two places and never engages in a process of reterritorialization.82

82 In Nationalists and Nomads (1999), Christopher Miller criticizes Deleuze and Guattari for using actual nomad
and anthropological studies to corroborate their concept of nomadism and deterritorialization that, according to

199

After the departure from the Buttes-Chaumont, Vernon's collective resists
reterritorialization by adopting a nomadic way of life. Every two or three months, the members
organize “convergence,” which gathers people each time in a different place: “Ces convergences
rythment leur vie – trouver un endroit où s'établir, préparer les lieux, l'événement, puis remballer
et partir pour un autre endroit. Ça s'est fait sans que personne ne décide que ce serait comme ça”
(“volume 3” 19). Living in between two convergences and not knowing where this may lead
them, the members of the Vernon collective live in the striated space of France but manage to
reconstitute a way of life as if it were “smooth.” Aware of the potential of nomadism, Xavier
imagines transmitting to his daughter such a vision, thus suggesting an actual concern for
futurity: “nous avons inventé d'autres possibilités. Des interstices. Ils sont viables. Nous avons
préparé pour toi, un endroit où tu pourras vivre autrement” (144). This use of “interstice”
confirms the collective's aim to contest the State’s hegemony and the supposed wholeness of the
sedentary space. The group did not find a place but rather prepared one from which it is possible
to resist assimilation to dominant views and to live differently as a collective, conferring an
epistemological and ethical position to nomadic consciousness.
Despite or maybe because of the promises of her collective,83 Despentes ends her novel,
as she often does, by destroying what she has created. As in Apocalypse Bébé, a young woman
commits a terrorist attack, killing almost all the members of Vernon’s collective gathered during
its “convergence.” Despentes again in Vernon underlines the ways in which the media undermine
any resistance movement. After sympathy given to the victims, journalists find the fact that the

Miller, remains at the stage of utopia (198). Based on Vernon Subutex, a fictional text, my analysis of the
nomadism in Despentes does not claim to find its roots in an actual nomadic way of life but rather in a utopian
vision of what future social and political movements could organize.
83 It could be argued that the sustainability of the collective would have prevented Despentes from ending her
novel unless someone destroys it.
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collective was untraceable suspicious. The in-between way of life of nomadism threatens the
stability of a sedentary society, and the discovery of the members’ marginal identities completes
the media’s work to discredit the social and political importance of the collective: “On a
commencé à dire qu’il y avait beaucoup de gens politiquement radicalisés, dans ce groupe.
D’ailleurs, on avait retrouvé, sur place, des textes de propagande extrêmiste. On a parlé d’un
musulman. D’une lesbienne, d’une ancienne prostituée, et d’autres qui à l’autopsie n’avaient pas
le sexe qu’on attendait en les voyant.” (“volume 3” 371).
However, unlike the isolation of the characters in Baise-moi or Apocalypse Bébé, which
results in their death and the end of their ideas, the resisting spirit of Vernon’s collective survives
with the formation of other groups organizing “convergences.” Projecting the becoming of these
groups to the third millennium, the epilogue explains that despite the ban of music, considered a
threat to social cohesion, the collectives’ nomadism conferred upon them “une adaptabilité de
proie” (395). As with Hardt and Negri's multitude, their adaptability does not rely on
sovereignty, or a specific leader: “the multitude is living flesh that rules itself” (100). This social
being as flesh constitutes the multitude’s potential to create a new world (159). Throughout the
novel, the characters often attribute to Vernon the status of a “prophet,” which he explicitly
rejects: “Je suis DJ, je ne suis pas un putain de prophète” (“volume 3” 29). By refusing to
embody the status of a leader, in other words of a masterful subject, Vernon allows the collective
as living flesh to expand beyond its initial circle. Its nomadic aspect furthermore confers to the
collective the ability to spread anywhere and perpetuate a constant insurrectional potential.
Rather than praising negativity for its own sake the way she did in her initial works,
Despentes shows with Vernon Subutex her willingness to work with negativity in order to
imagine an alternative futurity for any subject desiring to resist the violence of the current
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normative order. Not necessarily radical and nihilist, desubjectivation can initiate the elaboration
of a collective experience that can invent new forms of “living together” and reshape social
models of sovereignty and governance similar to what Hardt and Negri have conceptualized as
multitude, and Deleuze and Guattari as “becoming minority.” Desubjectivation supposes
challenging the position that a subject inhabits in the social sphere in order to recognize oneself
as occupying a multiplicity of positions. In Queer Theory, Bruno Perreau explains how the lack
of social recognition suffered by sexual minorities has historically led them to experience such a
multipositionality. The development of alternative forms of sociality allowing them to
experiment with new positions in parallel with the more conformist social position they occupy,
represents for Perreau an inspiration for rethinking “democracy in terms of multiple positions,
points of passage, comings and goings” (188). In resonance with current social and political
uprisings, the collective imagined by Despentes in Vernon Subutex similarly invites us to view
queerness as an ethical commitment through which it is possible to envision a future “living
together” where everyone can connect with each other, not despite, but rather because of one's
own imperfect singularity.
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CHAPTER 4: WRITING FROM/BEYOND THE MARGINS: MIGRATION AND
PERFORMATIVE RETURN IN ABDELLAH TAIA'S WORK

Known as the first openly gay writer in Morocco, Abdellah Taïa recalled in several
articles a foundational event that occurred in his childhood and deeply influenced his relation to
others. One night, when he was twelve, a group of drunken men gathered by his house and cried
out that they wanted him to come down to have sex with him. In the New York Times article
entitled “A boy to be sacrificed” (March 2012), he reveals the feeling of exclusion that this event
elicited in him, as if an entire crowd were there to witness his difference: “We all heard them.
The whole family. The whole neighborhood. The whole world.” Starting with this traumatic
event, I focus in this chapter on Taïa’s relations to social and political groups in the Arab world
in order to determine how sexual marginality can play a role in postcolonial struggles, especially
the Arab Spring of 2011. Despite the primary exclusion he experienced as a young boy and his
emigration to Europe in 199884, Taïa never seems to be totally excluded from the political issues
that his country is facing. On the contrary, he appears as one of the most prominent activists for
political and social change in his country. Instead of considering Taïa's singularity (as a
homosexual and an emigrant) and his political engagement with his people as antithetical, I
argue that these two factors combined offer the possibility to consider collective actions while
guaranteeing the respect of everyone's particularity. After examining the relevance of Hardt and
Negri’s “multitude” with queer feminism in chapter three, this chapter provides the opportunity

84 He moved first to Geneva, Switzerland, in 1998 to pursue his Masters’ degree in Literature and then to Paris,
France in 1999 to study in the Sorbonne for his Ph.D. He has been living in the French capital since then.
Throughout this chapter, I will use the terms “emigration” and “emigrant” because my analysis focuses on Taïa’s
reception in Morocco and his political role in the Arab Spring.
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to question such a concept through the lens of postcolonialism and particularly, of issues of
migration and queer diaspora. If, according to Hardt and Negri, migrants contribute to expand
the multitude since they undermine geographical barriers and develop commonalities between
people, I nonetheless question to what extent Taïa's engagement can represent an actual return
and a reconnection with the crowds that marched in the streets of Tunisia, Egypt, and other
countries that rebelled against their respective regimes. In Le Réveil de l'Histoire (2011), Alain
Badiou denounces what he calls the “proletarianization” of the multitude which actually masks
the fact that the multitude is mainly composed of “petit bourgeois” (21). According to him,
social and political change cannot emerge from individuals benefiting from the capitalist system
but only emerge from the people’s initiative. If homosexuality as a marginal position might bring
Taïa closer to the people than with the “petits bourgeois,” one should not ignore that because
marginal sexualities remains taboo in the Arab World, the explicit inclusion of queer subjects in
a popular movement still represents certain difficulties. Taïa especially runs the risk of being
perceived as a “native informant,” defined by Joseph Massad as a person who supports Western
interventionism in their country of origin on behalf of sexual freedom.
In order to address such a risk, it is necessary to analyze the supposed cultural divide
between the West and the Arab World in their apprehension of sexual marginality. Jarrod Hayes’
Queer Nations (2000) and Mehammed Mack’s Sexagon (2017) both refer to Michel Foucault'
History of Sexuality, volume 1 (1976) and the distinction made in his essay between sexual acts
and sexual identity to approach this cultural divide. Foucault argues that unlike same-sex sexual
acts including sodomy, homosexuality is a historical construct that emerged in the late 19th
century (59). According to such a paradigm, homosexuality as an identity category is a product
of modernity resulting from the development of medicine used by institutions of power to control
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individuals' deviant sexualities. Extracted from the incitement to sexual confessions by
individuals, Foucault locates this form of power-knowledge, called scientia sexualis, in Western
Civilizations. Other cultures, including Arabo-Muslim societies, he states, rely instead on an ars
erotica that rather focuses on sexual pleasure and supposes secrecy, not because certain practices
are taboo but because revelation or confession would impose a limit on sexual pleasure (77).
The paradigm scientia sexualis/ars erotica historically supported discourses establishing
a cultural divide between the West and the East. In The Homoerotics of Orientalism (2014),
Joseph Boone reveals how, since the 16th century, Westerners have considered the East as a
place of sexual debauchery, in which they can experience same-sex sexual acts without the
burden of the homosexual identity category existing in their country (5). In addition to this
Western perspective, Boone interestingly notes that contemporary Arab nationalists now use the
same divide between sexual identity and acts in the opposite way. Unlike the Arab world in
which no “homosexual” exists, the West came to represent a sexual decadence that threatens to
spread and for this very reason needs to be contained (18). Concurring with Boone’s observation,
the journalist Brian Whitaker explains in Unspeakable Love (2006), that “[h]omosexuality is a
subject that Arabs, even reform-minded Arabs, are generally reluctant to discuss. If mentioned at
all, it is treated as a subject for ribald laughter or (more often) as a foul, unnatural, repulsive, unIslamic, Western perversion. Since almost everyone agrees on that, there is no debate” (9).
Whether in terms of sexual freedom for the West or in terms of cultural authenticity for the East
(representing in the case of this chapter the Arab World), both of these discourses aim at
silencing not only the expression of a sexuality that is practiced nonetheless but also the
expression of attachment that can derive from it and that can potentially challenge the social and
political order.
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In the first part of this chapter, I will show how Taïa opposes these two forms of silence.
Through his autofictional writings, Le rouge du tarbouche (2004), L’armée du salut (2006), and
Une mélancolie arabe (2008)85, the author expresses the necessity to disidentify with his cultural
heritage in order to escape not only the close-mindedness of Moroccan society toward marginal
sexuality but also the dominated position that the sexual tourism deriving from orientalist
projection ascribes to Arab boys. Reflecting on marginal sexualities through the prism of his life
in Morocco and France, Taïa develops what Foucault calls an aesthetic of existence that
simultaneously deconstructs the divide between sexual identity and acts and the divide between
the West and the Arab world.
The second part of this chapter analyzes the way in which hostile reactions toward Taïa’s
coming-out contributed to the politicization of his discourse on homosexuality. In
“L’homosexualité expliquée à ma mère” (2009), Taïa reacts against the increasing
marginalization of homosexuals in Moroccan society by claiming the rights for such individuals
not only to exist but also to imagine with the other minorities silenced by the authoritarian
regime, especially youth, an alternative future. Given that his activism goes beyond the issues of
sexual rights, I argue that the recognition of his marginality is not an end-goal but the position
through which he manages to enter the movements of resistance emerging in the Arab World. In
order to respond to Badiou's criticism of the bourgeois aspect of multitude, I will use the concept
developed by Pierre Bourdieu in the “Espace social et genèse des ‘classes’” (1984) and consider
Taïa as a “dominated agent among the dominant” (9). Because of his sexuality, he is an agent
dominated in the field of power and, as a consequence, aware of the effects of domination. But as
writer, that is, a cultural producer, he is also a dominant agent and can therefore offer to the

85 When I cite the novels in the remainder of this chapter, I will refer to them as RT, MA and AS.

206

dominated means of starting a rebellion as exemplified in his Lettres à un jeune marocain (2009)
and “Lettre à Mohamed Bouazizi86” (2011), the martyr who became the symbol of the Arab
Spring. Despite the potential offered by the dominated agent among the dominant in the
formation of heterogeneous social alliances, Bourdieu also warns in his essay about the risk of
reproduction of domination dynamics from such an ambiguous position. In Taïa’s case, it is
possible to observe the initial defiance he has toward the Moroccan people that he depicts in Le
jour du roi 87(2010) as a blindly obedient crowd in which his queer characters only engage as
external observers. However, after the Arab Spring, Taïa succeeds in Infidèles88 (2013) to
imagine marginalized characters willing to take part in collective resistance. Because of this
shift, I argue that writing constitutes, in Taïa’s case, a performative return to his home country
that can help imagine collective actions no longer based on identity group but on what Jasbir
Puar calls “Queer Assemblages.”

Part 1: A Queer Aesthetic of Existence Beyond Sexual and Cultural Divides

Autofiction as Mirror of the Self?

In Queer Nation (2000), Jarrod Hayes explains that since sexuality represents a taboo in
the Arabo-Muslim world, its inclusion often takes the form of transgression and of political
opposition (73). In his analysis of Rachid Boujedra's La répudiation (1969), he shows how the

86 Following the same rule, LJ and LM.
87 JR.
88 I.
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figure of the homosexual not only threatens male subjectivities but also the powers in place.
Insisting on the influence of sexuality on the political, Hayes considers homosexuality as a
“postcolonial political weapon” (79) for a combat literature resisting neocolonialism as well as
the ruling elite. While agreeing with Hayes on the fact that the political is sexual, I argue,
following Najib Redouane’s observations in “Autobiographie transgressée chez Abdellah Taïa”
(2007), that the new generation of North African authors (Rachid O., Karim Nasseri, Nina
Bouraoui) to which Taïa belongs, have inverted the term of such an equation by showing how
the sexual is political. Writing in the first person, these authors focus on their personal sexual
quest and their attempt to find a place in a society that silenced them. In this context, the authors'
approach is less about using their sexuality as political opposition than as a way to exist socially.
However, as Redouane argues, this desire for inclusion should not overshadow the fact that
connecting marginal sexualities with first-person narratives is in itself a transgressive gesture at
the social and literary levels. More than a mere recollection of past experiences of the authors,
the autobiographical texts provide the opportunity to produce, through the figure of the narrator,
new ways to define the self and its relationship with its cultural environment. In
Autobiographical Voices (1989), Françoise Lionnet explains how female authors’
autobiographical narratives might proclaim themselves as fiction given that the new images they
create differ from the way they initially experienced an event: “The self engendered on the page
allows a writer to subject a great deal of her ordinary experience to new scrutiny and to show that
the polarity fact/fiction does not establish and constitute absolute categories of feeling and
perceiving reality” (92). Similarly, by writing about his sexual experiences and analyzing them
under a new light as a writer, Taïa’s early works blur the fact/fiction dichotomy, which leads me
to consider them as autofictions. Vincent Colonna apprehends autofiction not as a literary genre
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defined by a specific form but rather as a field whose common denominator supposes the
“metamorphosis of the author,” which is itself multiple (72). Even though autofiction relies on
actual events, the text freely shapes a literary image of the author where subjectivity holds a
privilege over sincerity (94), and effects over facts (97). It is therefore crucial, in the case of
autofiction, to not only distinguish the author from the narrator but also to apprehend their
relation within the metamorphosis performed by the text. For the sake of clarity, I will refer to
the author as Taïa and to the narrator as Abdellah.
In “Le coming-out et la réinvention de soi à travers l’autofiction” (2015), Gibson Ncube
locates in Le rouge du tarbouche a passage illustrating what could be considered the origin of
Taïa’s metamorphosis. In this section entitled “L'unique miroir,” the narrator recounts how in his
youth he felt invisible because of the lack of recognition of his own body by his relatives:
“Aucun d’eux ne me faisait des remarques sur mon physique, sur ma présence physique. Le
sentiment de ne pas avoir de corps m’était familier sans me convenir” (21). In this passage, Taïa
establishes the importance of physical appearance on the determination of physical presence. His
desiring and desirable adolescent body being ignored, he ends up by concluding: “je n’ai pas de
corps! Je n’existe dans ce monde que par mon ombre” (21). Instead of rebelling against the
silencing of his body, the narrator explains how he took it as an injunction to withdraw into
himself if not to disappear (22). However, this specific stage of shame paradoxically helped him
to observe himself closely, to follow his body’s evolution thanks to the only mirror owned by the
family, in a form of narcissism “à la fois délicieux et douloureux” (23). During this ritual that
last two to three years, the young boy learned how to reconcile with himself. Despite the pain of
not finding himself attractive at first, Abdellah ended up finding pleasure in observing and
touching his naked body. He attributes a performative effect to the act of touching his sex in
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front of the mirror: “Pour dire la vérité, dans ma main, il [his sex] n’était pas beau, c’est dans le
miroir qu’il avait tout d’un coup (et le reste de mon corps aussi d’ailleurs) de l’élégance: il était
autre, beau, et grâce à lui je voyais mon corps qui le devenait également. La métamorphose”
(25). The sex holds here a synecdochic quality since it is through this organ reflected in the
mirror (or the reflection of this organ) that the narrator turns his inexistent body into one not only
present but also attractive. The same way that, thanks to the mirror, he is able to claim “[s]a
vérité et celle de son corps” (25), Gibson argues that autofiction gave Taïa the possibility to
reflect on himself and affirm his own existence as a non-normative sexual subject (206).
However, autofiction holds a stronger power than a mirror since literary self-construction
takes place in front of the readers' gaze. In Le rouge du tarbouche's section entitled “Le Maître,”
the narrator describes his entrance in the literary world under the influence of his professor,
Mister Kilito who published a novel revealing every aspect of his childhood. Touched by this
access to the intimacy of his professor, Abdellah understands thanks to him that writing can be
an instrument of revelation not only to himself but to others: “Et devant moi s'ouvrait un
nouveau monde, celui de l'écriture littéraire où les mots prennent un sens autre pour révéler le
secret et ses lumières, l'invisible et ses signes. M. Kilito était mon mentor sans le savoir” (66). In
this passage, Taïa emphasizes the important ability of words to create new meanings that can
shed light on a secret. Unspecified, the secret might nonetheless refer to his sexual desires that
the act of writing could make visible through a process the narrator specifies a few lines after:
“Écrire. S'écrire. S'ouvrir à soi-même et aux mots. Se donner à lire” (ibid 66). In my view, even
though these various steps follow a successive order, they seem to imply each other to the extent
that there are one and single activity for Taïa. Writing is writing about oneself. Writing about
oneself is opening to oneself and to words. Opening to oneself and to words is to give oneself to
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be read. One could argue that Taïa’s desire to be read does not necessarily imply an external
reader. He could write about himself for himself. Without excluding such a possibility, it seems
however more relevant to consider the creative freedom allowed by autofiction as an opportunity
for Taïa to develop in his own terms an aesthetic of existence that gives new meaning to the
construction of his sexual and social self.
In “L’éthique du souci de soi comme pratique de la liberté” (1984), Foucault promotes
such an idea of an aesthetic of existence, deriving from the exercise of the self on the self
through which an individual elaborates, transforms himself and accesses a certain mode of being
(1528). Taking the example of Ancient Greece, Foucault argues that self-care is ethical in the
sense that it allows the individual to occupy, in the city, in the community, and in intersubjective
relations, a specific and proper place (1534). In Saint Foucault (1995), David Halperin specifies
that Foucault refers to ancient Greek morality because unlike the modern sexual ethics, its aim is
not to implement interdictions and normalize subjects but rather to operate distinctions through
stylization, in other words marginalized or “queer” subjects (111). Therefore, what is at stake in
self-care is not to find a place in the social sphere already existing but creating one on one's own.
Despite its emphasis on singularity, self-care also implies relations to others and cannot escape
dealing with relations of power and freedom. Foucault explicitly favors the term “freedom” over
“liberation,” because instead of believing in a self-care that would get rid of all forms of
repression in order to reconcile the individual with himself, he subscribes to the idea of practices
of freedom. Using the example of sexuality, he explains that what is at stake is not liberating
sexuality but rather trying to discover practices of freedom through which individuals can
experiment with pleasure and erotic relations (1529). Power relations are, according to Foucault,
inherent to any form of sociality in which practices of freedom take a direct part. Mobile and
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present at different levels (between individuals, among a family, in pedagogical relations, in the
political body), power is the object of constant negotiation between individuals. Explaining that
individuals’ degree of power varies according to various circumstances, Foucault warns about
the risk of situations of domination in which an individual or a social group succeeds in freezing
relations of power, thus preventing any possibility of reversibility (1530). Consequently, there
needs to be a certain degree of liberation for practices of freedom to develop.
The social and political stigmatization of homosexuality in Morocco certainly explains
why Taïa's decision to write about his life as a sexual subject took place after his emigration to
France, which offers a greater degree of freedom toward the expressions of non-normative
sexualities89. In the third section of Une mélancolie arabe evocatively entitled “Fuir,” Taïa
parallels his self-affirmation with his arrival in Paris. Again, through his observation in front of a
mirror, the narrator compares himself with the young boy he was the first time he set foot in
France. In five years, the skinny boy gained 15 kilograms or 33 pounds. Far from being
anecdotal, bodily presence, as I argued earlier, represents an indicator of social presence.
Remembering the young Abdellah he once was, the narrator underlines in this passage the
necessity he felt to escape his country, to experience a heartbreak synonymous of an initiation
ritual toward adulthood: “Il pleurait. De joie. De déchirement. De Paris. D’être parti de là-bas, du
Maroc. D’avoir quitté le monde et la foule. L’enfance” (MA 71). Describing himself as crying

89 According to article 489 of the Morrocan penal code, “Indecent act” or “act against nature” with someone of the
same sex is a criminal offense punishable by six months to three years of imprisonment and a fine of 200 to 1000
dirhams. In France, homosexuality has been decriminalized since 1982 (see Antoine Idier’s Les alinéas au placard :
l’abrogation du délit d’homosexualité (1977-1982) (2013)). Homosexual couples have had access to civil union
(Pacte Civil de Solidarité - PACS) since 1999 and to marriage since 2013. This progress on social issues generated
nonetheless significant opposition from conservative groups, which challenges the image of France as a tolerant
country toward homosexuals and LGBT rights. For more details on the reception of the PACS, see Éric Fassin’s
L’inversion de la question homosexuelle (2005), and of the Gay Marriage, see Bruno Perreau’s Queer Theory – The
French Response (2016).
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with both joy and sadness, Taïa does not romanticize his emigration to France but rather insists
on the difficulty of leaving behind the world and the people he always knew. Despite the
necessity of his departure, he realizes the equally freeing and burdening power of loneliness:
“Seul, pour son plus grand bonheur. Seul, pour son plus grand malheur” (71). Taïa considers
nonetheless that his isolation from and disappointment toward Paris are the factors that led him
to become a writer: “Les promesses de la France n'avaient pas été tenues. La déception était le
quotidien. La déception nécessaire. […] Et une surprise. Il ne s’était jamais rêvé écrivain. Paris
lui avait donné l'écriture comme cadeau” (70). Emerging through the dissatisfaction that Taïa
finds in both Morocco and France, writing offers him an opportunity to meditate on and mediate
his sexuality through a constant back and forth between the two countries (Ncube 128). As a
writer, he develops through autofiction what Homi Bhabha's The Location of Culture (1994)
calls an “in between” space, that is a space altering well-defined categories in favor of strategies
of selfhood that initiate new sites of identity that help to redefine the idea of society itself (2).
Bhabha believes that such a reconceptualization of an international culture “can be based not on
exoticism of multiculturalism or the diversity of culture, but on the inscription and articulation of
culture's hybridity” (38). By connecting Taïa's development of his sexual self with his
geographical displacements, I aim to show how he complicates the supposed divide of the West
and the Arab world in favor of cultural hybridity, allowing what Foucault calls practices of
freedom.

Displacements and the Struggle for Sexual Recognition

While the author's emigration from Morocco to France remains a central aspect of my
analysis, it is also crucial to consider Taïa's attempts to practice his sexuality freely while living
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in Morocco. Referring to Le rouge du tarbouche (2004), L’armée du salut (2006), and Une
mélancolie arabe (2008), I aim to demonstrate that such attempts already imply forms of
displacements that can better explain his subsequent emigration. By correlating his travels with
his identity construction and his affective and sexual encounters with others, Taïa demonstrates a
desire for discovery that can be examined through the lens of André Gide’s concept of
“disponibilité.” As defined in Les nourritures terrestres (1897), “disponibilité” consists of the act
of rejecting the comfort of home and family in favor of a confident and inextinguishable
openness toward new sensations: “Mon âme était l'auberge ouverte au carrefour; ce qui voulait
entrer, entrait. Je me suis fait ductile, à l’amiable, disponible par tous mes sens, attentif, écouteur
jusqu'à n'avoir plus une pensée personnelle, capteur de toute émotion en passage, et de réaction si
minime que je ne tenais plus rien pour mal plutôt que de protester devant rien.” As described by
Gide in this passage, the state of “disponibilité” pushed to the extreme leads to a dispossession of
the self which, through assimilation of any exterior element, no longer has any personal
thoughts. Gide views this renunciation of personal thought as positive since by shattering his
preconception of good and evil, it allows him to have a greater open mind. It is important to
stress the fact that “disponibilité” implies displacement. In Les nourritures terrestres, the
narrator invites the young Nathanaël to escape the comfort of a settled life in order to explore the
world in search of new sensations. The trip to North Africa is also what leads the protagonist of
L’immoraliste (1902) to a state of “disponibilité,” thanks to which he abandons his closeted life
as a married man and scholar in favor of bodily pleasures with Arab youth. While Gide applies
his divide between culture and nature along the lines of the West and the East to describe his
protagonist’s sexual awakening, I argue that Taïa’s point of view as a Moroccan complicates and
criticizes such paradigms without fully rejecting them.

214

Like Gide, the author depicts the Arab World as a sexually charged place, starting within
the family circle: “Dans ma tête, la réalité de notre famille a un très fort goût sexuel, c’est
comme si nous avions tous été des partenaires les uns pour les autres, nous nous mélangions sans
cesse, sans aucune culpabilité” (AS 15). Abdellah sexualizes in his mind his relationship with his
family members because of their promiscuity in the three-room apartment they share with eight
people in Hay Salam, a poor neighborhood of Salé, Morocco. The father and the older brother
are the only members having the privilege to have their own room while the narrator, his mother,
his four sisters, and his younger brother sleep in the living room. In this configuration, the whole
family cannot help but witness the parents’ sexual life, a source of great fantasy for the young
Abdellah. However, it is his relationship with his older brother, Abdelkebir, that marks the
beginning of his sexual awakening. The narrator recalls the hours spent in his brother's room
watching TV “collés l'un à l'autre. L'un dans l'autre” (34). When his brother was away, Abdellah
used to go to the bedroom to be permeated (“s'imprégner”, 35) by his brother's masculine scent
and to find dirty underwear stained with sperm, a substance that fascinates him: “Je le touchais,
je l'étudiais, je le reniflais. J'ai même failli une fois le bouffer” (35). More than merely sexual,
Abdellah's fascination with Abdelkebir consists in an exploration and analysis of various signs of
masculinity that he also recognizes in himself. Stating that his brother is the man he would like to
become one day, the narrator connects his perception of difference with sameness (33). That is
why he consistently imagines his brother's body as an extension of his own, turning promiscuity
into union.
This particular dynamic reaches its paroxysm during a trip with his two brothers to
Tangiers, a city that represents for the young narrator the opening toward a new world that
makes him at the same time fearful and happy (41). However, Abdellah confesses that the
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chosen destination had no importance for him, as long as it was an escape from the inactive life
of his household. Moreover, the account he gives of his opening to a new world has less to do
with a travel journal than a diary about his attraction toward his brother. Instead of describing the
landscapes that he could have observed from the window of the train, the narrator loses himself
in the contemplation of Abdelkebir: “Je voyageais sur son corps assis juste en face de moi. […]
J’étais en lui et il n’en avait pas conscience” (43). Similarly, the pleasure of swimming in the sea
holds no comparison with swimming in his brother’s body: “J'ai nagé tout l'après-midi dans ce
corps inconscient du spectacle qu'il m'offrait. Ce corps qui est une partie de moi et qui est, en
même temps, un autre moi” (47). At the beach, the young boy shares his obsession of
Abdelkebir’s bottom: “Ses fesses… Mon Dieu! C’est horrible! Quel Bonheur!” (51). Despite the
shame, Abdellah also feels an intense happiness in these moments of abandonment that provides
a sense of completeness. As long as he is with his brother, he expresses no desire for elsewhere,
including Europe. The coast of Spain that he sees during a stroll through the streets of Tangier
does not represent an invitation for future travel experiences. He perceives this “maudite Europe”
right across the Mediterranean Sea as a cynical and unbearable scenery, in which he has no
intention to participate, finding all he considers essential in his own country (52).
If the trip initially allows Abdellah to live in harmony with his brother, the departure of
Abdelkebir for Tetouan marks a decisive rupture. Left out for one day in Tangier with his
younger brother Mustapha, the narrator finds himself lost and angry toward the man whom he
thought he could trust. During this time, while at the beach, Abdellah meets Salim, an older
Moroccan immigrant in France who proposes to him to go to the movie theater, a favored place
in the Arab World for sexual encounters. The narrator subsequently expresses the guilt generated
by his contradictory feelings. He not only betrayed Abdelkebir by offering himself to Salim but
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also took pleasure from it (61). However, the betrayal is mutual since Abdellah discovers that the
motive for his brother’s trip to Tetouan was to see a girl with whom he had fallen in love.
Therefore, the trip symbolizes for the two brothers an emancipation from the family circle. It is
nonetheless necessary to stress the fact that Abdelkebir's emancipation actually reinforces
heteronormativity and the patriarchal order since he will eventually end up married. According to
Daniel Maroun, this compliance with social norms is what Abdellah particularly perceives as a
treason (151): “C'était une trahison, non de sa part, mais de la part de la société” (AS 69).
Abdellah denounces the injunction to normality that separated him from his brother, to the extent
that the latter ceases to represent the masculine ideal he aspired to attain one day (69). Despite
the disappointment generated, Abdellah's extraction from the domination of his brother thanks to
his sexual experience in Tangier allows him to affirm himself as a non-normative sexual subject.
The opening scene of Une mélancolie arabe represents another crucial moment in Taïa's
sexual identity construction. The narrator describes his sexual encounters with other young boys
of his neighborhood during what he calls the nouiba: “On faisait la nouiba: chacun se donnait à
l’autre. On baissait nos pantalons et on faisait l’amour en groupe” (14). By using the Arabic
word nouiba, Taïa not only inscribes this non-normative form of sexuality in the Moroccan
context but also suggests a form of egalitarianism among the sexual partners. In his analysis of
Abdelhak Serhane's Messaouda, Jarrod Hayes describes the nouiba as a ceremony in which the
participants are both penetrator and penetrated (86 Queer Resistance). It is important to stress
such a particularity since, according to Max Kramer in “La percée de l’identité gay dans le
monde musulman,” (2008), the differentiation between active and passive roles in same-sex
sexual relations contributes to the differentiation between modes of identification in the Arab
culture. In this model, it is only the passive or penetrated partner who is considered a
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“homosexual” whereas the active one, the penetrator, is supposed to remain a “heterosexual.”
Such a dichotomy impacts gender perceptions as well, with femininity associated with the
passive partner and masculinity with the active one. Because of his effeminacy, the narrator
explains that even in the configuration of the nouiba, the other boys perceive him as different
and consequently place him on the side of homosexuality without questioning their own
orientation. At the linguistic level, this mode of differentiation is illustrated by the term zamel, a
word specifically attributed to the passive partner and the only one in the Arabic language up
until recently to refer explicitly to homosexuality. More than just a simple denomination, zamel
works as an insult, a marker of sexual deviation, in the same way that queer has been used in the
English language.
Called a zamel when he was a boy by a group of three boys from his neighborhood, Taïa
shows at the beginning of Une mélancolie arabe how this conduct allows for the masking of
same-sex sexual encounters within the codes of heterosexuality. The leader of the group
feminizes the young Abdellah by calling him Leila and assimilating the sexual relation about to
happen to the celebration of their wedding (15-16). By using the expression “playing sex”
instead of “having sex,” Taïa further underlines the importance for these boys of undermining
the real aspect of this homosexual experience. If the narrator initially complies with these rules
by pretending to be submissive, he secretly wishes that the boys would eventually forget to play
(16). However, Chouaïb, the name given by the narrator to the leader of the group, continues to
be violent with him, which awakens a desire for rebellion from the protagonist:
Ce cul de Leila dont je découvrais la force sexuelle ne m’appartenait plus. Son
destin était désormais entre les mains de Chouaïb. J’ai voulu un moment lui
donner mon vrai prénom, lui dire que j’étais un garçon, un homme comme
lui…Lui dire qu’il me plaisait et qu’il n’y avait pas besoin de violence entre
nous, que je me donnerais à lui heureux si seulement il arrêtait de me
féminiser… Je n’étais ni Leila, ni sa sœur, ni sa mère. J’étais Abdellah,
Abdellah du Bloc 15 et dans quelques jours j’allais avoir 13 ans (21)
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By affirming his actual name, his address, and his age, Abdellah refuses to play a sexual
game that not only places him in a submissive position but also deprives him of his social
identity. He wants to show that by rejecting the name Leila and insisting that he be called by his
real name, “Abdellah... Abdellah Taïa,” an equal homosexual relationship based on tenderness
and respect toward gender identity is possible. When he finally confronts Chouaïb, by insisting
that he is not Leila, his assailant increases his violence and threatens him with rape (25).
Managing to escape, Abdellah nonetheless foresees through this event the life of shame that
awaits him if he remains in his town: “Je savais au fond le destin de petite vie programmée par
les autres qui m'attendait. Je savais la honte intime, publique, qui allait me poursuivre partout. Je
refusais et l'une et l'autre” (30). The narrator refuses a fate in which others decide for him and
condemn his sexual orientation to public, and consequently, personal shame. That is why he
decides to begin a new life, in which he will be the agent of his own choices: “Mon histoire,
désormais, j'allais l'écrire seul, en silence, loin du groupe, loin du mauvais oeil” (33). In this
passage, Abdellah assumes that seizing control of his own life necessarily implies exclusion from
the group. The expression “en silence” furthermore emphasizes that despite the agency gained,
he still needs to conceal his difference. The retreat he will eventually find in music, literature,
and cinema, provides him nonetheless with role models that will help him live and write his own
story: “la littérature et la vie réelle sont à jamais unies pour moi, l'une ne peut exister sans l'autre.
La vie sans les mots des livres me semble impossible à vivre” (57). The desire of escape through
art glimpsed by Abdellah further awakens his desire for travel that implies both discovery and
self-discovery.
Observing the way Abdellah's identity quest “includes mapping of urban and coastal
spaces replete with literary spiritual fathers,” Denis Provencher demonstrates the process of
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hybridization that the narrator operates by incorporating in his cultural heritage new secular
references, especially from the West (185). In Le rouge du tarbouche, the narrator's trip to
Larache, Morocco, generates one of these moments of cultural hybridity that allows him to shape
an identity of his own. Thinking of visiting the grave of an Islamic saint that he had never heard
of, Abdellah discovers that “Jenih,” the name as pronounced by his aunt, is actually Genet, the
famous French author90. One could argue that Abdellah’s confusion is not entirely erroneous
given the fact that Jean-Paul Sartre conferred to Genet a status of saint in his essay Saint Genet,
comédien et martyr (1952). The narrator is fascinated to discover that Genet's final resting place
is a Muslim grave located in a Christian cemetery: “une tombe entre deux mondes, entre deux
surfaces, entre deux pays” (RT 53). With his grave illustrating what Bhabha calls “in-between
space,” Genet becomes a secular saint with whom Taïa finds a way to connect in a Quranic
prayer that seals his own self with the literary figure: “la communion des deux mondes, des deux
vies, des deux lumières; un échange, un don...” (54). This communion between two lives that are
culturally different and yet in undeniable contact leads Abdellah to distance himself from his
Moroccan heritage while not fully embracing the Western one. The narrator further
acknowledges the peace he found in this “in-between” experience, which allows him to remain
in the comfort of indeterminacy.
This form of “disponibilité,” which manifests itself, unlike with Gide, at a cultural level,
also plays a significant part in Abdellah's sexual encounter with foreign men, especially in his
relationship with Jean, an older French scholar he met at a conference in Rabat. Reflecting on
their relation in L'armée du salut, Abdellah qualifies at first his attachment to Jean as an

90

In the article “Genet, Abdallah et moi” (2010), Taïa specifies that this story is fictional given that he never visited
the grave. This comment allows him to elaborate his relationship to fiction, which he views as a “prolongement
vrai de [s]on histoire, de [s]es fantasmes, de [s]es projets, [s]on ambition, [s]a possession” (15).
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intellectual one, favoring complicity and tenderness over sexuality. He considers him as “un
frère, un maître, un amoureux peut-être, pas encore un amant” (83). While the terms “amoureux”
and “amant” distinguish love from sex, “frère” and “maître” illustrate the ambivalent power
relations between the lovers, with Abdellah acknowledging at the same time Jean’s domination
and his desire to develop an equal relation closer to a fraternal bond. I argue that such a tension
derives from their respective position in Morocco. With Abdellah as an attractive young native
boy and Jean as an older Western tourist, the trope of sexual tourism comes to mind right away.
However, in denial or simply naïve, the narrator romanticizes his relationship with Jean, insisting
on cultural references they both could share. The gay Italian filmmaker Pier Paolo Pasolini, who
loved Abdellah’s neighborhood of Salé and wanted to convert to Islam, thereby justifies the
possibility of love between them: “Pasolini allait devenir notre témoin, le prêtre-imam qui
bénissait notre relation” (83). The narrator suggests, as in the passage on Genet in Le rouge du
tarbouche, the union of Islam and Christianity with the expression “prêtre-imam.” With Jean,
Abdellah experiences the materialization of what he used to fantasize in art. Fiction and reality
are not only porous but equally influence each other. Described as “un homme occidental,
cultivé, quelque part un homme-rêve,” Jean embodies the role of the charming prince fulfilling
Abdellah’s desire to see the world as an intellectual and escape his working-class milieu (98). At
his side, he visits Marrakech, Tangier, and Ouarzazate, which allows him to discover new
aspects of his own culture: “Jean m'avait permis de connaître autre chose dans ce pays, d'élargir
la notion 'Maroc', de rencontrer d'autres visages de ce pays enchanteur, comme disent les
publicités” (133). Rather than denouncing the exoticism of Moroccan culture by Westerners,
Abdellah embraces Jean’s western influence on his perception of his own country. Becoming a
tourist himself, he is able to observe his own culture with a sense of wonder.
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If the mobilization of a culturally hybrid and fairy-tale-like imaginary manages to
undermine the power relations at stake in his relationship with Jean, Abdellah’s confrontation
with reality makes him realize the limits of his state of “disponibilité.” While walking through
the streets of Marrakech, two police officers stop the couple and ask Abdellah in Arabic why he
is with a tourist. When the young man answers that Jean is his friend, the officers automatically
rejects the possibility of such a relationship: “Ton ami? Ton petit ami ? Tu te crois où ? En
Amérique ? C’est le Maroc ici, pauvre con…espèce d’imbécile… Il te paie combien?” (99). The
policemen's reaction demonstrates their refusal to conceive homosexuality as an identity fitting
Moroccan subjects. Such a sexual orientation only exists in the West, which they specifically
locate in this passage as America. They acknowledge nonetheless the presence of same-sex
sexual encounters in Morocco, but only as a transactional exchange between a rich Western man
and a younger native boy. Such a perception corresponds to the Arabo-Muslim culture for which
sexual acts do not necessarily lead to sexual identification. The police intervention serves here to
prevent the possibility of such a leap from acts to identity, using threat and humiliation. Deciding
to let them leave, the police officers even seem to encourage such prostitution activities by
shouting at Abdellah: “N’oublie pas de te faire bien payer…” (100). Monetary exchange not only
denies the possibility of actual homosexuality but also contributes to a form of revenge by taking
money from wealthy Westerners. Mohamed, a young man met by Abdellah and Jean during their
trip to Tangiers, shares a similar vision. Dreaming of living in Europe or even in the United
States, his “rêve absolu,” Mohamed pragmatically considers prostitution his best chance to fulfill
his desire : “Aujourd’hui, au Maroc, il n’y avait que le sexe qui marchait, le sexe, le sexe, le
sexe, du matin au soir, et même toute la nuit, du sexe partout, entre tout le monde, même à la
mosquée. Le sexe, disait-il, c’est la première matière brute de ce pays, son trésor, sa première
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attraction touristique” (105). Because sexual tourism guarantees significant material privileges,
Mohamed willingly consents to sell his youth as a merchandise, including with men, despite his
attraction to women. As long as men are foreign, he accepts to “become homosexual,” playing
either the active or passive role. In his mind, specifically sleeping with foreign men preserves
him from being considered a zamel. Such a reasoning shows that the same-sex intercourse taking
place in the context of sexual tourism relies no more on sexual acts (as in Arabo-Muslim culture)
than on sexual identity (as in the West), but rather on an economic transaction (who pays and
who receives the money) between two individuals, one from the West and the other from the
Arab World. The discovery of Morocco as “un pays-bordel” creates doubts in the mind of the
young narrator about his relation’s status with Jean. This realization is even crueler as Abdellah
witnesses Jean seducing and giving money to Mohamed. While he initially thought that Jean was
paying for his expenses as a proof of love, Abdellah starts comparing his situation to Mohamed’s
and wonders if his Western partner considers him as a boy prostitute among many rather than a
boyfriend. Disillusioned, he confesses: “C’est la réalité marocaine que je découvrais autrement,
avec surprise, curiosité et horreur, à travers sa présence dans cet espace étranger pour lui” (109).
Taïa suggests here that it is Jean’s orientalizing gaze and behavior that reveals if not creates this
Moroccan reality with which he feels at odds. Furthermore, his surprised reaction demonstrates
how this form of sexuality between a Western man and a young Arab usually supposes silence
and implicitness.
In Alcibiade at the Door: Gay Discourses in French Literature (1995), Lawrence Schehr
similarly underlines how Gide’s relations with young Arabs is dependent on his ability to remain
“blind to the historicity of a situation in which the Maghrebin is forced to play himself as exotic”
(Alcibiade 126-127). According to Schehr, the Gidean “disponiblité” necessarily involves
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unequal power relations in which the Maghrebin subject plays the role of the submissive victim
since he only exists as a way for the Western subject to liberate himself (129). L’armée du salut
rather focuses on Abdellah’s own blindness in the state of “disponibilité” that he enjoyed with
Jean. Unlike Mohamed, who is perfectly aware that he is anything but exotic for himself,
Abdellah was naively hoping to experience a mutual sexual self-liberation with his Western
partner. Despite the failure of such an attempt, I would argue nonetheless that in of itself the
desire for an equal relation between a Maghrebin and a Western man challenges the necessary
domination of the Orientalized subject. In my view, Schehr’s critique of Gidean “disponibilité”
is in turn blind to the agency of the Maghrebin. Following his realization of the nature of his
relationship with Jean, Abdellah reconnects with other forms of pleasure such as group sex. On
his way to Switzerland to visit Jean, the narrator recounts his travel through Spain with two boys
of his age: Matthias from Germany and Rafael from Poland. As a land of some of his ancestors,
Spain represents for Abdellah a country both foreign and familiar, which allows him to
experiment his sexuality in a new state of “disponibilité.” But in this particular configuration, the
narrator’s openness to discovery finally leads to the fraternal connection that he was looking for:
“tous les trois, dans cet amour sensuel et sexuel, nous étions des frères de sang et de sperme, loin
de nos frontières” (151). Jean’s jealous reaction after Abdellah tells him about his sexual
experience in Spain reveals his own vision of their relation. While Abdellah has no say in his
partner’s encounters with other Arab boys, Jean, as the one who pays for everything, holds the
right of possessiveness. The unequal aspect of Jean and Abdellah’s relation does not come from
an irreconcilable cultural difference but rather from an economic domination of one partner over
the other. Comparing his situation with Jean to a jail, the narrator decides to leave him in order to
regain his independence. Far from being the end of his sexual construction, his establishment in

224

Europe constitutes not only a new beginning but an opportunity to lose himself in order to
reflect better on his relation with his culture of origin: “ [s]e perdre complètement pour mieux
[s]e retrouver” (152).
As Denis Provencher argues, queer Maghrebi men living in contemporary France
construct “their own ‘authentic’ ways of speaking about sexual sameness with linguistics and
symbolic references that are derived from their families, countries, and traditions of origin” (3233). Describing Abdellah's relation with Slimane, an Algerian man also living in France, the end
of Une mélancolie arabe attests to such a phenomenon. With this new relationship, the narrator
describes how he was able to reconnect his homosexuality with his origins: “Avec toi je
redevenais arabe et je dépassais en même temps cette condition” (133). Even though they live in
a partnership more similar to Western culture, Abdellah and Slimane speak to each other in
Arabic, which creates a language for their homosexual love that reflects at the same time their
current way of life in France and their cultural heritage. In this context, they turn insults like
zamel into words symbolizing their connection. Abdellah affirms that even though these words
remind him of his previous sexual encounters in Morocco, when they were pronounced by
Slimane, “[c]e n’était pas des insultes. Dans [s]on oreille, c’étaient des poèmes” (133). He also
attributes the word zamel to both him and his partner, thus undermining the supposed role
difference in same-sex sexual encounters between Arab men: “Tu étais un zamel. Un pédé. Je
l’étais aussi. Nous l’étions l’un pour l’autre, évidemment, sans fierté, sans honte” (133). By
associating the Arabic and French homophobic insults, I would argue that Taïa suggests how
zamel and pédé hold the same potential that Judith Butler identifies in queer, that is to become
“the painful resources by which a resignifying practice is wrought” (224). It is also important to
stress that despite undermining the shameful aspect of zamel, Abdellah does not turn it into a
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word of pride, the way “gay” has been used in the American and overall Western context of
affirmative identity politics. His resignification constitutes rather an individual practice of
freedom than an attempt at sexual liberation. As a secular country, France also allows Abdellah
to distance himself from the incompatibility between Islam and homosexuality and to create with
Slimane a religion of their own through which they can live a spiritual life : “Les églises, ce
n’était pas pour nous à l’origine, cela ne représentait rien dans notre mémoire spirituelle. Rien ne
nous attachait à elles et, pourtant, nous y sommes retournés plusieurs fois et nous avons fini par y
découvrir une nouvelle spiritualité. Nous l’avons inventée ensemble, cette religion, cette foi,
cette chapelle, ce coin sombre et lumineux, ce temps en dehors du temps” (134). By mixing their
cultural heritage from Islam with Christianity, Abdellah and Slimane develop a hybrid religion
reminiscent of the properties that Bhabha attributes to the third space, which is the capacity to
disturb authenticity and promote instead a dialectical reorganization of culture that becomes a
liberatory sign (38). This new faith, described as dark and luminous, as a time outside of time,
emerges from that very encounter of contradictions that itself derives from geographical
displacement. Abdellah’s immigration contributed to his development of an aesthetic of
existence that, by borrowing both from his cultural heritage and the culture he discovered in
Europe, overcomes the divide between the Arab World and the West in which he was either
silenced or a sexual object. Beyond geographical displacement, the creation attested by this
aesthetic of existence finds its place in the act of writing : “Dès le départ, nous avons écrit l’un à
côté de l’autre, l’un pour l’autre, l’un l’histoire de l’autre, son passé, ses personnages, ses
images, ses obsessions. Nous l’avons fait, ça, cette chose incroyable, impossible avec d’autres :
tenir un stylo à deux, avancer dans l’écriture à deux, être dans l’amour et son écriture en même
temps” (MA 115). Not only at the origin of the same-sex love between Abdellah and Slimane,

226

writing holds a performative effect since it simultaneously shapes the relation they are living
through the reflection of their past, their various fantasies included in images and obsessions.
Located at the end of Une mélancolie arabe, Taïa’s last autofictional work, this passage
encompasses, in my view, the way the author understood the necessity of writing in the act of
becoming a sexual subject, never determined but always under construction throughout his
interactions with others.

Part 2: Performative Return as a Dominated Agent among the Dominant

The Politicization of Homosexuality through Taïa’s “Coming Out”

Before specifically analyzing the controversial reception of Abdellah Taïa’s works, it is
important to stress the fact that, unlike what is claimed today by Arab nationalists, expressions of
homosexual desires are far from being absent in Arab culture. Samir Patrice El Maarouf reminds
us in Les prémices littéraires des révolutions arabes (2014), that one can go back to the 8th
century and the Arabo-Persian poet Abous Nawas to find explicit mentions of homosexual
yearning and practices (165). Malek Chebel and Khalid Zekri similarly demonstrate the presence
of marginality and sexual ambiguity in Koranic texts. Described as perfect and sensual creatures
who serve those admitted to Paradise, the Ephebe, a character who is “ni une femme, ni un
homme, ni même un homosexuel, tout en étant une lointaine copie de chacun d’eux,” participates
in a celestial imaginary freed from heteronormativity and censorship of “abnormal desires”
(Chebel 15). Transgressing in the afterlife the norms established on Earth, the Koranic texts
consequently invite a questioning of the notion of norm itself (Zekri 167). Undermining the
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argument that homosexuality is an import from the West, these observations reveal that the
contemporary issue with homosexuality in the Arab World does not come from sexuality itself
but rather from the regulation of its expression in the public space.
Before the 20th century, Arab classical literature did not reach a mass audience. Erotic
texts circulated among private circles with no plan to publish them, which guaranteed a greater
freedom for the expression of homosexual desires (Whitaker 88). Moreover, Zekri justifies the
tolerance toward Nawas’ writings by the fact that in his time, the Umma, or the Arab community,
was strong (166). The modification of these two factors explains why the representation of
homosexuality became problematic in the Arab world and authors like Abdellah Taïa faced
particular backlash.
In the contemporary context, the development of publishing houses and networks of
distribution in the Arab world expanded the readership beyond the literary elite. This passage
from a limited access for an elite close to the ruling class to a large-scale circulation among a
mass more difficult to control, constitutes a threat to the authoritarian governments in place,
concerned about limiting political reaction by keeping a hold on their citizens. According to
Karim Boukhari’s article “Abdellah Taïa, homosexuel envers et contre tous” (2007), it is not
Taïa’s depiction of same-sex encounters in his autofictions but rather his coming-out in the
popular magazine TelQuel in 2007 that played a major part in the reactions of indignation against
him. While his literary works had been published and mostly read in France, the exposure of his
sexual identity in the press extended his audience to the Moroccan people. Not only Francophone
Moroccan journals such as Le Journal, Maroc-Soir, and Maroc Hebdo, wrote about Taïa’s
coming out but also journals written in Arabic, the language understood by everyone. Boukhari
considers publication in the Arabic press the decisive step marking Taïa’s alienation from
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Moroccan society: “[Il] est devenu ‘l’autre’, l’extra-terrestre, le clochard montré du doigt par les
gosses de Hay Salam, le héros monstrueux des contes transmis par les grand-mères à leurs petitsenfants” (Boukhari, 2007). The terms such as “other,” “alien,” “vagrant,” and even “monster”
simultaneously characterize the “homosexual” and deny him any possibility of social existence.
Boukhari further insinuates that such a process of marginalization reached working-class
neighborhood such as Hay Salam, where Taïa grew up. Entering the realm of popular culture by
becoming the monstrous hero of fairy tales told by grandmothers to their grandchildren, Taïa as a
homosexual reinforces the bonds of the community from which he has just been excluded. The
title of Boukhari’s article, “Homosexuel, envers et contre tous,” expresses particularly well,
besides its political resistance aspect, the ostracization and loneliness generated by Taïa’s
coming out.
In Desiring Arabs (2007), Joseph Massad explains the possibility of such a perception in
Muslim societies due to Western interventionism on concepts of desires and sexual practices
since the 1960s (160). One of the forms of this interventionism that he identifies and calls the
“Gay International” consists of promoting a universal gay identity whose founding principles
rely on Western epistemology (162), and that is transmitted by sexual tourism, television
programs, the Internet, and LGBT organizations (Kramer 192). According to Massad, the Gay
International is not only responsible for the rejection of certain forms of sexuality between
individuals of the same-sex by re-orienting them according to a western epistemology, but also
for the emergence in return of a rhetoric and practices that go against the sexual tolerance that it
aimed to promote (180). Indeed, it is interesting to observe that in parallel with the silence
imposed on a potential debate on homosexuality in the Arab World, there are multiple discourses
insisting on the danger it represents in the public space. Related by both Joseph Massad and

229

Brian Whitaker, the 2001 police raid of the “Queen Boat,” a nightclub of Cairo where
homosexuals used to meet, illustrates well the repression and the strategy of stigmatization on
behalf of the preservation of social order. Following the raid, about fifty men were arrested by
the police and brought before a court of state security specifically created for dealing with cases
of terrorism instead of a standard court of justice. Even though Massad explains that such a
choice was made, first, because of the absence in Egyptian law of measures against same-sex
sexual practices, and second, because Egypt has been since the 1980s under a state of emergency
(182), it is difficult to deny that it also greatly reinforced the assimilation of homosexuality with
terrorism. The perception of homosexuality as a national threat found echoes in the press as well,
with a journal titling its article “Perverts declare war on Egypt” (50 Whitaker). The term
“declaration of war,” correlated with the idea that homosexuality is a Western perversion,
suggests that homosexuals are perceived as a foreign force that can attack Egyptian culture.
If Massad attributes this backfire mostly to Western lobbies, he also criticizes the role
“native informants” play in the Gay International (172). Coming from the middle or upper social
class, these informants support, through their participation in International Organizations, the
Western interventionism in their country on behalf of sexual freedom. Given Taïa’s
identification with the term “homosexual” and his emigration to Europe, one could perceive his
role as an author as the one of a native informant. Despite the fact that he comes from a workingclass family and that he never campaigned for an international organization promoting LGBT
rights, Boukhari’s transcript of comments, gathered from street conversations or the Internet,
shows that Taïa is nonetheless perceived as an ally of the Western world who, because of his
homosexuality, threatens the values and the public order of his country of origin: “Il se prostitue
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pour plaire à l’Occident,” “C’est son postérieur qui parle, pas lui,” “Il nuit à l’image du Maroc et
de l’islam” (Boukhari, 2007).
The political sphere and particularly the Islamist Justice and Development Party (JDP)
capitalized on such a phenomenon. Contacted by Boukhari, one of its leaders asserted his
opposition to the exposure of homosexuality in the public sphere while explaining the absence of
censorship toward Taïa by his limited impact: “[Il] ne représente pas grand-chose, il ne vend pas
- encore - assez de livres.” Beyond the connection between press coverage and marginalization,
such assertions demonstrate the political role that Taïa can play as an openly homosexual author.
If his influence continues to grow, he could represent, according to the ruling powers, a danger
for the unity of the Umma. In 2009, Morocco’s interior ministry announced the intensification of
repression toward writings seeking to attack the moral and religious values of Moroccan society.
While the ministry did not name anyone specifically, Taïa felt that such an attack targeted him
and decided to respond publicly with a text published in TelQuel, “L’homosexualité expliquée à
ma mère” (2009) in which he explicitly ascribes to homosexuality a political meaning.
As the title suggests, the text takes the form of letter addressed to Taïa’s mother. The
author explains that while his first intention was to address the Minister directly, he realized that
his speech would not necessarily be heard and for this reason, preferred to write to someone
related to him. However, this decision appears more as a literary strategy than a simple attempt
to dialogue with his mother, given the facts that she does not understand French and does not
know how to read. Taïa mobilizes the power of intimacy to color emotionally a political text
addressed to the Moroccan people. In his letter, the author returns to the reception of his coming
out and the inability of his family members to understand a gesture that they interiorized as
shameful for them. While regretting the wound he inflicted on his relatives, Taïa reclaims his
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right to affirm his sexual identity without renouncing inclusion in his family and by extension his
community: “I expose myself by signing my real first name and my real last name. And I expose
you along with me. I drag you along on this adventure, which is just the beginning for me and for
people like me: to exist finally! To come out of the shadows, head held high! To tell the truth,
my truth! To be: Abdellah. To be: Taïa. To be both. Alone. Yet not alone at the same time91” (8).
In this passage, the author addresses the importance of “telling” along with the one of “naming.”
Unlike Rachid O., one of the rare other authors from the Arab World speaking in the first person
about his homosexuality, Taïa did not abbreviate his last name but fully claimed his familial
heritage, proving his coming out to be performed “head held high.” By connecting, Abdellah, the
symbol of his individuality, and Taïa, that marks his anchorage in his family, the author also
expresses the possibility of articulating his singularity within collectivity. While, by signing with
his actual name, Taïa might have contributed to the transgressive aspect of his coming out, Denis
Provencher considers that with such a gesture, the author also “grounds himself in the normative
familial system” (152). Both as a coming-out and an act of performative filiation with his
Moroccan identity, the letter demonstrates that breaking the family circle and tradition and
leaving for Europe not only helped Taïa to live his sexuality more freely but was also the only
possibility for him to reconnect with his family, to “dream of a dialogue. A dialogue that has
been impossible until today.” (LM 14)
At the end of his letter, Taïa explains that even a single word can change everything, a
“word revolution” that he hopes his mother will use one day: “mathali” (15). Unlike the

91 Noura Wedell translated the text into English for a volume by Semiotext(e) entitled Arabs are no longer Afraid
(2007) along with other political writings by Taïa such as “The Return of Marshall Lyautey” (2010), “Letter to
Mohamed Bouazizi” (2011), “The Counter-Revolution Is Just a Passing Storm Cloud” (2013). All the references
I made in the rest of the chapter about these texts come from this publication.
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derogative zamel, the neologism mathali or mithly means “like me” and therefore promotes,
through the idea of sameness, a non-pejorative vocabulary for Arab homosexuals regardless of
sexual roles. Originally from Lebanon and used since 2000 in the Arab World, this term provides
an alternative to the English and therefore Western-connoted terms “gay” or “lesbian”
(Christensen 109). In 2010, the term became the title of the first Arabic-language gay print
magazine which was distributed clandestinely. In the magazine's articles, the use of the terms
“mithliya” (homosexuality), “mythliyin” (male homosexuals) and “mithliyat” (female
homosexuals) demonstrates a desire to create a discourse on homosexuality respectful of the
culturally specific context of the Arab World. Such an initiative challenges Massad's view of
LGBT activism as an imposition of a Western paradigm on Muslim non-normative sexualities.
Produced by and for Arab homosexuals, mithly claims the right for self-definition and
empowerment. That is why I argue that even though Taïa's coming out required him to emigrate
to Europe, the use of such an Arabic term in “L'homosexualité expliquée à ma mère” attests
more to a will to connect with the debates around gay identity and rights in his country of origin
than an attempt to import a Western-centered conception of homosexuality.
Despite the necessary warning about the imperialistic tendencies of the Gay International,
Massad's consistent suspicion of gay activism in the Arab World presents the very risk of
orientalization that he attempts to counter. Jean-Pierre Peroncel-Hugoz’s article “Pédérastie et
pudeur: Le prêt à penser a encore frappé…”, published in the journal Le Monde in 2010, accuses
some Maghrebi authors of disrupting, through the exposure of their homosexuality, the “invisible
erotic network” nurturing non-normative practices in Muslim societies. Particularly targeting
authors who emigrated to France, Peroncel-Hugoz implies that in order to “flatter their ego and
make their little fame fructify along with the sales of their repetitive autobiographical
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pamphlets92,” they promote a normative and Western vision of homosexuality that is
incompatible with the cultural specificity of their country of origins, which is “reserve and
discretion.” Such an argument reminds one of Massad’s logic which, in Desiring Arabs,
criticizes the Gay International for demanding that the resistant “oriental” desires be re-oriented
to and subjected by the “more enlightened” West (164). However, while Massad’s critique aims
to undermine the construction of a divide between the West and the Orient, Peroncel-Hugoz’s
vision of sexuality in the Arab World reinforces it by celebrating a Maghreb, similar to
Foucault’s ars erotica, where pederastic relations thrive without any limitation (Mack 138).
In “Le retour du Maréchal Lyautey” (2010), in reference to Hubert Lyautey, a French
army general who led the colonization of Morocco93, Taïa responded to Peroncel-Hugoz’s article
by reproaching him for basing his argument on a Morocco that never existed but was rather
fantasized by French people: “A Morocco where privileged Westerners can enjoy ‘the dolce vita’
eyes wide shut, can have Fatima as a cook, Mohamed as a gardener, Saïd as a chauffeur, and
Rachid or Meryem as a sexual object. All for a few dirhams at most” (18). Taïa reveals how,
behind the argument of cultural authenticity, lies an Orientalist agenda, which, as theorized by
Edward Saïd, studies, judges, and in doing so disciplines, the Arab world in the interest of the
West, thus preventing any possibility of change (40). In such a context, “coming out” represents
for Taïa the appropriate strategy for Arabs to challenge the ars erotica produced by Westerners
and move from the status of sexual object to the one of sexual subject. In Sexagon (2017),
Mehammed Mack acknowledges the importance of such a reversal of power relations between
Maghrebi subjects like Taïa and Rachid O. and Europeans engaging in sexual tourism. Writing

92 Translation provided by Noura Wedell in Arabs are no longer Afraid, p.17.
93 See also Jean Genet’s mention of Lyautey in chapiter 1.
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from their own point of view “provides an almost vengeful rejoinder to 'outings' of North African
sexual proclivities in past European literature, flipping the script on the European travelers who
spoke of a pederasty supposedly rampant in Moroccan society” (140). From this perspective,
“coming out” does not equal compliance with the West but rather resistance against a
subjugating orientalist discourse and struggle for seizing control of one’s own narrative.
According to Mack, this ability directly derives from emigration to France of the author, who by
moving across cultures, races and borders, embrace “a rootlessness, built upon disavowal of
ancestral origins, family, and language in favor of a modern sexual enlightenment” (135). By
rejecting the supposedly authentic Moroccan culture in which no homosexual exists without
colluding with the “Gay International” and its imperialistic agenda, Taïa develops through his
writing a space to think about a possible “Arab homosexuality” that has a part to play in the
determination of the present as well as the future of Morocco.

Political Ambitions beyond the Recognition of Homosexuals’ Rights
Far from limiting itself to the recognition of homosexuality and LGBT rights, Taïa
reflects in “L’homosexualité expliquée à ma mère” on the inclusion of sexually marginalized
subjects in the movement of resistance against the authoritarian Moroccan regime that imposes a
moral order and values that no longer represent the actual society. By stating in his address to his
family, “I am not in a minority. I am you, with you, always with you, even when I break taboos”
(14, my emphasis), the author expresses his refusal to consider his sexual orientation as an
obstacle. However, let us note that Taïa asserts that he is “not in a minority,” which differs from
saying “I am not a minority.” Having that distinction in mind, I would argue that the author does
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not deny his sexual marginality but rather considers it the way through which he can belong, not
to a minority, but to a group in which individuals as singularities can act on the basis on what
they have in common, i.e Hardt and Negri's multitude. Homosexuals are, according to him part
of a revolution that needs to happen and can only happen through “provocation and scandal”
(15). That is why they have a significant role to play as agents of change but they also are the
multitude, with the multitude, always with the multitude (my emphasis).
Taïa particularly praises the youth that, according to him, has already embraced postmodernism and therefore challenges the unicity of Moroccan culture:
I can no longer stand the fact that people cannot see the real wealth of this
country: the imaginary, the stories, and the mystery. THE YOUTH. I hate the
fact that we don’t do enough to help Morocco stand up and grow. I can no
longer stand the system, which breaks Moroccan people day and night and
silences new voices that are struggling to talk about this country differently (14)

Taïa’s stress on “the imaginary, the stories, and the mystery,” to open the people to
Morocco’s diversity reveals his faith in the literary power of representations. By comparing, at
the end of the letter, his mother’s prayers to his act of writing, Taïa seems indeed to confer to
literature a performative quality (15). His words are able to bring to existence not only himself
(“I exist in writing” (13)) but also his mother (“I make you exist”) and her invented rituals “so
strange yet beautiful, mesmerizing,” and her screams, in order “to let them into books, into
literature” (10). As Provencher astutely notes, Taïa’s letter is, beyond the central aspect of
homosexuality, also a coming out as a writer and a thinker who must act (158).
Beyond recognizing the importance of his country's and family’s traditions for his literary
performance, it is also necessary to acknowledge its mixing with Western references. Taïa
explains to his mother the influence of the Portuguese poet Fernando Pessoa, the Anglo-Irish
painter Francis Bacon, and the French-Algerian actor and singer Isabelle Adjani on his identity
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construction. Their respective artistry inspired Taïa to “surpass” and “transform” himself,
“revelation” leading to “revolution” (12). That is why, according to Provencher, the text appears
as a microcosm of his family “where [Taïa] can test out his performance of identification,
disidentification, queer temporalities, and transfiliations” that can extend to Moroccan society
(158). By mixing the intimate with the political as well as cultural references from the Arab
World with some from the West, Taïa invents a new imaginary that overcomes alienation and
challenge the status-quo defended by the regime.
Published the same year as “L’homosexualité expliquée à ma mère,” Lettres à un jeune
marocain (2009) further confirms the author’s desire for multitude, for “une révolte personnelle
et collective” (12). This articulation from personal to collective derives directly from the project
of this text that Taïa had initially planned to write based on his own experience before deciding
to include other Moroccans' voices : “Au départ, je voulais faire ce livre tout seul, j’avais
suffisamment d’éléments, d’histoires et de colère en moi pour écrire un livre qui s’adresse à toute
la jeunesse marocaine. Puis je me suis rendu compte ensuite qu’il y avait d’autres voix très
intéressantes au Maroc à qui on ne donne pas la possibilité de s’exprimer. Au lieu de le faire tout
seul, j’ai réuni autour de moi toutes ces voix qui, à leur manière, sont aussi dans un combat et
dans une résistance” (Endeweld). Lettres à un jeune marocain gathers 18 contributors from
Moroccan origins whose diverse profiles reflect the complexity and plurality of contemporary
Morocco. While four of them still live in their country, the others, like Taïa, emigrated to
European countries such as Belgium, France, the Netherlands, or Spain. Authors like Fadwa
Islah and Mounir Fatmi, respectively living between Paris and Rabat and between Paris and
Tangiers, have the particularity of evolving in an intermediary space. As Khalid Lyamlahy
observes, “le discours adressé à la jeunesse marocaine s'écrit à partir d'une position complexe et
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géographiquement mobile, tantôt fluctuant entre ancrages intérieur et extérieur, tantôt prise dans
le déchirement inévitable de la diaspora entre la patrie de naissance et le pays d'exil ou de
formation” (85). More than just revealing that Taïa's fluctuating geographical position is far from
being unique, Lettres à un jeune marocain takes advantage of such a position to reflect on the
social and political challenges faced by Moroccan society. Lyamlahy's article also examines the
intergenerational aspect of the text. He notes that 11 of the authors were born in the 1970s,
including Taïa. Besides this majoritarian generational group, two contributors (Tahar Ben
Jelloun and Abdelhak Serhane) were born before the 1960s, two during the 1960s, and finally
three in the 1980s. While acknowledging the benefit of giving a voice to young authors,
Lyamlahy questions nonetheless the legitimacy of such a generation that did not experience the
historical events prior to the 1970s that shaped Moroccan society. He finds regrettable that
Lettres à un jeune marocain becomes a pretext “pour dialoguer avec soi-même ou, du moins,
avec sa propre génération” (84). The concession made by Lyamlahy is however crucial. In my
view, the dialogue established through the text is not a dialogue of youth with itself but of a
youth with transnational experience and cultural capital with the Moroccan youth that remained
in the home country. Lettres à un jeune marocain represents an attempt by intellectuals to
reconnect with the people. The wide distribution of the text itself is proof of such a desire to
reach as many young Moroccans as possible. Based on the information provided by Taïa, the
magazine Tel Quel distributed 50,000 copies of the text for free in August 2009 before its release
in France in September (Lyamlahy 86). The translation of the letters from French to Arabic in
December 2009 and the distribution of 40,000 copies thanks to the Arabic-speaking magazine
Nichane guaranteed even greater access.
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Addressed to his nephew Adnane, Taïa's letter consists first of all of a tribute to his
recently deceased father, Mohamed. The author wishes through writing to revive his father and
return justice to the man he was, a chaouche, that is, a minor civil servant in the Bibliothèque
générale in Rabat. This work of memory not only draws on the past but also lays the foundation
of a new future through the act of transmission toward Adnane who represents “an active player
of that generation who can 'changer, se libérer, voir autrement, critiquer les valeurs qu'on
[t']inculque de force' (202)” (Provencher 165). Unlike the life of servitude of Taïa's father,
Adnane must question the social values of his country and rebel if necessary. Taïa chose Adnane
as a symbol of revolt because like his father, his origins are uncertain. The author recounts in the
letter how his uncle once claimed that his mother had Mohamed with another man and
consequently denied him the right to carry the name Taïa: “Un homme a été déraciné, déshérité,
moqué toute sa vie” (209). In the case of Adnane, he was adopted, which, as Taïa reminds,
constitutes a transgression of the laws of Islam: “Nous t'avons tous fêté. Nous étions tous dans la
même transgression. L'adoption est interdite en Islam. Nous écrivons autrement la mémoire. Je
ne sais pas si les autres membres de la famille s'en rendaient vraiment compte. Par amour pour
toi et pour ta peau foncée, ils ne respectaient pas les lois” (208). The uncertainty of his origins
(“Ils sont allés te chercher ailleurs au nord du Maroc. Tanger? Tétouan? Nador? (208)) as well as
his darker color skin confer to Adnane not only the ability to empathize with the feeling of
shame of Mohamed but also to reinvent a new story for the name Taïa that he is carrying. By
connecting Adnane's “queer ties to the past” (Provencher 168) with his own queer identity, Taïa
demonstrates that it is rather the contestation of authenticity than sexual marginality itself that
can challenge Morocco's conservative values and shape a much more inclusive future society.
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Even though, as we have seen with L'homosexualité expliquée à ma mère, Taïa's letters
convey political messages that extend beyond his family circle, Lyamlahy questions the author's
tendency to favor his personal story to the detriment of the actual preoccupations of Moroccan
youth. Identifying this bias in other contributions, Lyamlahy concludes that the Lettres à un
jeune marocain might have actually missed the mark that it intended to seek: “À trop vouloir se
raconter, on finit par oublier, ou du moins négliger, la visée initiale de l'ouvrage et par
transformer l'écriture pour l'autre à une écriture de soi. À trop vouloir raisonner à partir de son
expérience personnelle, l'autre risque inévitable est de se poser en moralisateur et d'omettre les
attentes et les inquiétudes de la jeunesse marocaine” (93). In “Espace social et genèse des
‘classes’” (198), Pierre Bourdieu characterizes such an ambivalent position, typical in
intellectuals, as the one of the “dominated among the dominants” (10). In this model, while
intellectuals are dominated in the field of power and therefore aware of the effects of domination
preventing social change, they occupy at the same time a dominant position as cultural producers
compared to the rest of the people. As an author, Taïa can offer the dominated people the tools to
initiate a rebellion and consider a new path for the Arab world. But as Bourdieu explains, the
homology of positions between intellectuals and lower classes is often the basis of ambiguous
alliances because of the reproduction of the dynamics of domination. In the context of
decolonization of Algeria, Frantz Fanon's Les Damnés de la terre (1961) identifies in the figure
of the intellectual the same potential and limits to implement resistance as Bourdieu. Even
though a native intellectual who sided with the West played the role of “a vigilant sentinel ready
to defend the Greco-Latin pedestal,” Fanon recognizes during the struggle for liberation the
possibility for such a subject to reject his individualistic mentality after realizing the colonialist
regime would not keep its promises of upward mobility and equality (48-49). However, despite
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being a great asset, the native intellectual also tends to position himself as holder of a truth that
he imposes on the people using populist methods (50). According to Fanon, the truth does not
emerge from the individual but from the people willing to liberate itself from the colonial yoke.
That is why he invites the native intellectual to an exercise of self-criticism in order to reconnect
with the masses: “the more the intellectual imbibes the atmosphere of the people, the more
completely he abandons the habits of calculation, of unwonted silence, of mental reservations,
and shakes off the spirit of concealment” (48). If Taïa's emigration may have been perceived as a
collusion with the West, “L'homosexualité expliquée à ma mère” and Lettres à un jeune
marocain prove on the contrary his desire to implement the dialogue and reconnection with the
people that Fanon advises. However, by focusing on his individual experience, Taïa positions
himself as one of the holders of truth instead of seeking inclusion in already existing grass-root
movements and rediscovering what Fanon calls “the substance of village assemblies, the
cohesion of people's committees, and the fruitfulness of local meetings and groupments” (47).
Taïa's ambiguous position calls therefore into question the ways he can actively participate in the
resistance struggle taking place in his home-country, especially during the Arab Spring of 2011.

From the Role of External Observer to the One of Active Agent in Collective Resistance
Even though Taïa's desire to engage in a collective is perceptible in “L’homosexualité
expliquée à ma mère” and Lettres à un jeune marocain, such a project does not lay out how the
author participates and acts within the collective. Sharing a common dream and project with a
potential crowd is not synonymous with being an agent in the so-called crowd. In Les prémices
littéraires des révolutions arabes (2014), Samir Patrice El Maarouf proposes an interesting
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perspective to this matter by referring to Albert Memmi's Nomade immobile (2003) that he
quotes in an epigraph:
Je suis convaincu que l'on voit mieux de l'extérieur, comme on aperçoit mieux une
foule du haut d'une terrasse. C'est un aspect positif de la condition minoritaire […] : elle
oblige à considérer, à distance, les événements, les gens et leurs alibis. (El Maarouf
177)

El Maarouf agrees with Memmi that being part of the margin offers a significant
advantage to observe collective movements. The role of observer supposes a critical distance that
allows him to reflect on the dynamics of the crowd and its relations with the historical events and
the power in place. As a homosexual and emigrant, Taïa embodies such a role and participates in
the elaboration of what El Maarouf calls “une éthique de la marge” (177). Le jour du roi (2010)
is particularly adequate to study this ethics from the margin since Taïa as author/observer
proposes a very detailed analysis of the crowd of his country from the perspective of his
protagonist Omar, whose singularity distinguishes him from others. Moreover, as the first nonautofictional novel, I would argue that Le jour du roi translates Taïa's desire to offer a more
generic as well as a more political aspect to his literary work.
In the first chapter, the protagonist dreams that the King of Morocco asks him what his
family name is and the date of his accession to the throne, two questions that any devoted citizen
is supposed to know by heart. Omar, however, shows great hesitation and even mistook the year
of independence (1956) with the date of accession to power of Hassan II (1961). While being
asked those questions, Omar is surrounded by a crowd that laughs at his hesitations and mimics
any change of mood shown by the monarch: “Il [the King] se lève. Claque des doigts, trois fois.
Tout le monde baisse la tête et se cache les yeux avec les mains. Sauf moi. J'imite les autres, je
baisse la tête sans fermer les yeux” (15), “Le Roi rit plus fort. La salle, toute la salle l'imite alors”
(21). In the first quote, Omar's distinctive behavior is evidenced first by the fact that he does not
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master the codes everyone else knows and secondly when, unlike the others, he does not close
his eyes. This second particularity suggests Omar's potential to contestation. His submission is
not total. In the second quote, the laugh that spreads from the King to the crowd, is of
Bergsonian quality since it socially condemns Omar's ignorance of the regime in which he lives.
At the end of the dream, the King deprives Omar of his citizenship and any points of reference:
“Bye-bye... Tu n'es plus marocain... Tu n'es plus marocain... Bye bye... Tu n'as plus de père...
Bye-bye... Tu n'as plus de père... Bye-bye... Tu n'as plus de Roi...” (22). This introductory
chapter sets the entire tone of the novel and raises the prospective confrontation with the King
and the crowd. Indeed, Omar qualifies the dream as a “rêve-réalité” since the King is in fact
supposed to come to Salé, the city where Omar and his best friend Khalid live. The novel tells
the story of this wait for the celebration of the King. Such a wait allows the characters to reflect
on the celebration's meaning and its possible failure. Omar's initial dream is discussed further in
the novel with Khalid. In their conversation, Omar insists particularly on the subversive side of
his dream:
•

J'avais l'impression qu'il était... qu'il était...

•

Quoi? Quoi?

•
Qu'il n'était plus le Roi. Mais cela a duré à peine une seconde ou deux. Une
minute ou deux... C'était au milieu du rêve. Mais cette partie n'est pas la plus
importante. Il s'est passé quelque chose d'autre, de plus terrifiant. Un vrai cauchemar.
[…]
•

Oui, oui je me souviens de tout. Ce n'était pas un rêve. C'était réel (77)

The fact that Omar confides in Khalid becomes extremely important when Khalid is
designated to be the one who, in reality, will face the King. He considers Khalid's nomination by
the director of the school as a treason that separates him from his friend while at the same time
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bringing him back closer to his mother who has abandoned him: “Khalid s'éloignait. Volait loin.
Loin de nous. De moi. Khalid vivait le rêve. Son rêve? Le rêve de tout Marocain?” (90). Omar
establishes a clear divide between him, his mother (the “nous”), and the other Moroccans,
including Khalid. The Mother, who decided to return to her origins, in her village, represents the
refusal of the dream that any Moroccan has. Omar views himself as different from the rest of the
crowd. However, the question marks at the end of this passage suggests a hesitation. Omar
wonders if meeting with the King is really the dream of his friend and the Moroccan people.
If the separation between him and the rest of the crowd might not be as significant as it
seems, Omar realizes however that unlike the people who patiently wait, he does not care much
about Hassan II. He finds the patriotic songs sung by the crowd meaningless and tasteless, and
the repetition of the same exact rituals exasperating (107). At the time of the celebration, Khalid
excludes himself as well from the crowd. Omar and Khalid's friendship certainly explains why
Khalid in the end does not comply with what is expected from him. Omar confirms the feeling of
exclusion they both experience when he asserts, “nous devions garder le silence. Montrer notre
respect. Croire tous les deux en les mêmes valeurs. Rejoindre le peuple marocain uni et fier qui
attend son roi. Nous avons fait l'inverse. Malgré nous, nous avons suivi un autre Dieu, un autre
maître, un autre diable” (108), or, later “la foule ce n'était pas nous” (111).
Khalid and Omar's difference from the rest of the people is deeply connected to their
sexuality. Throughout the novel, Taïa insists on the fusional aspect of their relationship: “Il avait
l'habitude. De moi. De mon corps. De nous. Deux. Un” (44). In the last chapter, Hadda, who is
the servant of Khalid's family, describes her admiration of the two boys’ love, which, according
to her, lead them and herself to a new history: “J'entrais dans la chambre de Khalid et je les
regardais dormir collés l'un à l'autre, l'un dans l'autre. Leur amitié semblait forte, indestructible,
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en dehors des règles, et c'est ce qui me plaisait. Ils étaient à part. Ils écrivaient une histoire à part.
Je rêvais avec eux. Pour eux. Loin d'eux. De plus en plus” (203). Hadda's testimony shows that
the protagonists’ friendship outside of any rules inspires a new path that she is able to follow
herself, even far from them. The contagion of a freedom once initiated by a homosexual
relationship does not require a total parallel of such relationship. Indeed, Hadda is inspired by the
protagonists but does not imitate them. However, one cannot help but noticing the expression “à
part” which again opposes Khalid and Omar to the rest of the Moroccan people. I would argue
that this translates Taïa's own sensation of being “à part”. The potential of revolutionary actions
is in the hands of individuals who exclude themselves from the rest. Instead of imagining the
emergence of resistant collective like in his two letters, Taïa reinforces in Le jour du roi the
division of minority versus majority promoted by the authoritarian power in Morocco, where
homosexuals constitute a threat to the rest of the population that lives happily under the
monarchy.
Written in 2010, and therefore before the Arab Spring, Le jour du roi shows Taïa's
skepticism towards the ability of a crowd to overthrow the regime in place and create a new path
for the Arab world. Indeed, he favors the voice of the individual over the collective voice. In the
preface of Égypte, les martyrs de la révolution (2014), Taïa acknowledges that before the Arab
Spring, he did not think that a collective movement of contestation was possible: “Je ne voyais
pas d'où pouvait venir le vent fort d'une émancipation, à la fois collective et individuelle” (11).
He explains his misjudgment by the fact that he was blinded by the ideas of others, whether they
be that of the Moroccan regime or the West. Admitting his own internalization of divisions, Taïa
now prefers to see beyond the differences, the commonality and consequently shift from the role
of simple observer to the role of agent within the crowd. In a tribute addressed to Mohamed
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Bouazizi, the fruit seller who started the Revolution in Tunisia by setting himself on fire in an act
of despair after being deprived of his work tools, Taïa lays out the specific role he intends to play
in this revolution, the one of a writer:
I am a writer, dear Mohamed. I know that my duty is to be with these
revolutionaries. To be strong alongside them. So I write. To you. And
elsewhere. I write to mark this movement. To see it again and again. To carry it
high. To carry it expansively. I am liberating myself thanks to you, thanks to
them, to those brothers and sisters in revolt. In the Arab world, we will never
write in the same way again. We will never think the same way. Everything is
changing. Everything is shifting (30).

It is worth noticing in this quote the shift from the “I” to the “we” and its association with
the liberation of the self alongside the revolutionaries. Indeed, Taïa reveals that more than
observing others' actions, he found brothers and sisters who inspired him to join the fight. Unlike
“L'homosexualité expliquée à ma mère” and Lettres à un jeune marocain, the letter to Bouazizi
does not position Taïa as a guide but rather as a follower of a movement initiated by the people.
The intellectual's reconnection with the people promoted by Fanon is also crucial for Alain
Badiou, who in Le réveil de l'histoire (2011) examines contemporary resistance movements and
claims: “le seul réveil possible est celui de l'initiative populaire où s'enracinera la puissance d'une
Idée” (27). In the case of the Arab Spring, the awakening comes from the immolation of
Bouazizi that generated what Badiou calls an instantaneous riot (38). An instantaneous riot takes
place in the area of those who participate in it and only disseminates by imitation, meaning that
similar groups of people follow the example of the ones who initiated the rebellion. One of the
determining factors that turn an instantaneous riot into a historical one is when it extends to parts
of the population who are diverse in terms of status, social class, sex or age (41). While Badiou
mentions the involvement of women as a sign of generalized extension, I would claim that the
involvement of sexually marginalized subjects also manifests the shift toward a historical riot.
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The extension process in the historical riot is no longer through imitation but rather qualitative,
meaning that the collective movement gathers almost every component of the society and thus
becomes “une foule multiforme valant pour le peuple entier” (Badiou 56). Taïa's writings and
especially his letter to Bouazizi promising to “carry high” the movement places sexually
marginalized subjects among the people and for the first time on the stage of history. The
passage quoted, of the tribute to Bouazizi, further suggests that after the riots, it is no longer
possible to write and think the same way. By turning now to Taïa's post-Arab Spring novel,
Infidèles (2013), I will examine to what extent such an event influenced his writing and his
approach to collective movements.
At first, Infidèles seems to operate in the same way as Le jour du roi with its emphasis on
the opposition between marginal singularities and the rest of the people. The young protagonist,
Jallal, for example, feels that he has to defend his mother, a prostitute, from the people of his
hometown who reject her: “Je crache sur cette ville, Salé, et sur tous ceux qui ne te reconnaissent
pas” (13). Jallal's mother represents for Taïa and his protagonist a character that is a central
figure of the society. She is the one who guarantees the respect of traditions while knowing the
hypocrisy sustaining them. Indeed, Slima is in charge of teaching sex to men the day of their
marriage and of making sure blood will appear on the white sheet. In taking part in the most
intimate moment and knowing what everybody else ignores, Slima is “un être à part. Plus
qu'aujourd'hui. Plus que les autres” (47). Later in the novel, Jallal's mother is tortured in the
south of Morocco by the police force for refusing to give information about a former client of
hers considered as a dissident soldier for refusing to fight against the Polisario94. When finally

94 POLISARIO, from the Spanish abbreviation of Frente Popular de Liberación de Saguía el Hamra y Río de Oro
(Popular Front for the Liberation of Saguia el-Hamra and Río de Oro) is a national movement that fought for the
liberation of the West Sahara, occupied by Morroco.
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liberated, Slima concludes that there are no longer true Muslims in Morocco but only obedient
slaves thirsty for blood (111). This conclusion is reminiscent of Omar's one during his dream in
Le jour du roi when he complains about a blinded obedient crowd.
The loss of citizenship constitutes one more similarity with Omar's dream: “Brûler mon
passeport marocain. Brûler ma carte d'identité marocaine. Renaître pour toi, Jallal. Pour nous.
M'accrocher à ce rêve: Marilyn” (Infidèles 111). However, unlike Omar, it is not the institutional
power represented by the King but Slima herself who decides to renounce her citizenship and
later resurrect in Cairo in order to guarantee her son a more hopeful future. Provencher astutely
observes that Slima consists of an anagram of Islam, which confers to Slima and Jallal's
departure from Morocco the allegorical meaning of a reinvention of religion and of “what it
means to be part of a newly imagined 'divine' family outside of national borders and national
narratives” (176). By claiming, “je suis son origine, son pays, son avenir” (83), Slima
undermines the importance of homeland and promotes instead, through displacement, a
regaining of agency for the identity construction of her son, who comes to embody the future of
Arab youth. Escaping the burden of national identity that she qualifies as “une peau qui n'est plus
la nôtre,” she and Jallal find in Cairo a place that belongs “à tous les Arabes sans racines” (83).
Slima's position is reminiscent of Taïa's emigration to France which allowed him to redefine his
attachment to his cultural heritage and create a system of symbolic references in which he could
freely exist and invite others, especially youth, to liberate themselves. However, Taïa's Infidèles
elects Cairo as a place for reinvention and practices of freedom, which differs from his
autofictional works where Europe played such a role. I consider this significant change that is the
return to the Arab World as the direct influence of the 2011 uprisings that took place in the
Tahrir Square or “Liberation Square,” in Cairo. As stated in his letter to Bouazizi, Taïa writes
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and thinks differently by imagining characters other than himself willing to rebel against the
status quo imposed by authoritarian regimes within the Arab World.
This regained faith in his Arab revolutionary fellows is of crucial importance for a
movement that the Western media, according to Badiou, often interpreted as a desire for Western
democratic society (76). Denouncing what he calls the modern version of imperial
interventionism, Badiou advocates for a complete de-westernization of the uprising in order to
implement true change (79). Even though Infidèles participates in the representation of a
rebellion from and for Arab subjects, the novel does not reject Western cultural influence as
Slima’s dream of Marilyn Monroe can testify. Unlike Badiou, who bases his argument on a
dichotomy between the West and the Arab World, Taïa uses the reference to Marilyn Monroe to
illustrate their commonality and create an imaginary different from the one imposed by the
authoritarian regime and the imperialistic West. The similarity between the West and the Arab
World is first acknowledged by Jallal who establishes a parallel between Marilyn and his mother.
One as a sex-symbol and the other as a prostitute, both are at the same time idolized and
deprecated by society. It is their common condition rather than their geographical and cultural
difference that reunites them: “les âmes se rencontrent, se reconnaissent et se parlent même
quand les mers, les océans les séparent” (69). Even the language is no longer a barrier: “Elle
[Marilyn] parle anglais et, dans mes oreilles, mon coeur, c'est comme si c'était de l'arabe” (69). It
is also important to note that the novel specifically associates Marilyn Monroe with her role in
Otto Preminger's film, River of No Return (1954). Obsessed by the film, Jallal shows a particular
interest in the portraying of a crowd of cowboys and marginalized people in search for gold:
C'est une foule sauvage, en rupture, à la recherche d'un moment fugitif de
tendresse. On boit. Et on boit. Et on boit. Au milieu de ces hommes, un petit
garçon, un petit homme. 10 ans. 11 ans peut-être. Il est chez lui ici, dans cette
foule dangereuse, à la limite du désespoir. […] Il a tout vu ici dans ce camp. Les
assoiffés. Les désaxés. Les fous. Les saints. Les prostituées. Les prêtres. Les
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chanteuses. Les guerriers. Les morts. Les survivants. Les chefs. Marilyn
Monroe. (72)

This heterogeneous list of people who are part of the same crowd and driven by a
common ideal represents for Jallal a way to imagine collective actions despite everyone's
singularities. In the same way Marilyn represents Slima's alter ego, it is also possible to consider
the protagonist identifying with the young kid in the film, who, as described, feels at home in this
crowd. This interpretation is further reinforced by the final section of the novel where River of
No Return becomes the inspiration for Jallal and Mahmoud, a young Belgian recently converted
to Islam with whom the young boy falls in love, to organize a bombing in Morocco. The purpose
of such an attack is explained by Jallal and displays, I would argue, the tension that Taïa feels
between his opposition to an obedient crowd and his faith in a collective rebellion:
Donner à méditer un geste. Être contre cette plaie qui se répandait partout au
Maroc. La banalité. L'étroitesse. L'enlisement. La soumission. L'enlisement dans
le faux et l'ignorance. La destruction programmée des individus, de ceux et
celles qui, comme ma mère Slima, osent un jour tenter la liberté, la résistance,
une autre voie. S'élever contre tout un pays. Contre tout un peuple. Poser enfin
les vraies questions. Qui nous a amenés jusque-là, à cette déchéance, à ce
malheur, à cette négation de nous-mêmes, à cet aveuglement contagieux ? Qui
empêche nos âmes de voler et d'écrire une autre histoire avec un nouveau
messager ? Qui nous bloque, nous pétrifie et nous dénie le droit d'être ce que
nous sommes à l’origine : des hommes debout ? (158).

First of all, the bombing is intended to convey a message of resistance addressed to the
people. Such a desire to have an impact on the population already differs from Le jour du roi
whose protagonists were excluding themselves. Even though at first glance the act of resistance
phrased as fighting against a people and a country might appear antisocial if not nihilistic, the
“nous” emerging in the questions Jallal wishes to ask, does not only include the two friends
preparing the bombing but people in general, those who were originally “des hommes debouts”.
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Therefore, I would argue that the attack organized by the protagonists is instead against a
national discourse provoking “banalité,” “étroitesse,” “soumission,” and “ignorance,” and those
supporting it, rather than against society itself. Badiou explains that riots include people who, in
a world structured by exploitation and oppression, have no voice and therefore no existence
outside of the one predetermined by the oligarchy in power. The historical significance of a riot –
in other words, its possibility of changing the world – emerges when those who had no existence
begin to exist with the highest form of intensity: “C'est exactement ce que disaient et disent
encore les gens dans les rassemblements populaires en Egypte: on n'existait pas, et maintenant on
existe, on peut décider de l'histoire du pays. Ce fait subjectif est doté d'une puissance
extraordinaire. L'inexistant est relevé. C'est pourquoi on parle de soulèvement : on était couché,
plié, on se lève, on se relève, on se soulève” (87). Jallal's desire to remind people that they were
originally “debout” coincides with Badiou's “relève de l'inexistant” taking place during the Arab
Spring. That is why under the influence of such an event, Taïa elaborates through the queer
character of Jallal, a way to connect the individual struggle he recounted in his autofictions to
socially exist with the others' struggle for existence.
Badiou explains that during historical riots, the various categories that used to separate
people fade in face of the demand for justice: “la norme, au lieu d'être identitaire, est devenue
générique: quiconque prouve, par ses actions, qu'il se soucie du genre humain, doit être traité,
égalitairement, comme un des nôtres” (116). Andrea Khalil's Crowds and Politics (2014)
confirms the Arab people's will to undermine the dichotomies established by the state which
serves as a shield against solidarity movements of resistance: “The crowd performed a refusal of
the atomized, the so-called ‘free’, modern individuals organized according to the dichotomies of
the state. The collective self was replicated through contagion, which threw off the divisions of
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the dictatorship” (27). In his letter to Bouazizi, Taïa describes this moment of contagion as at the
same time sudden and inevitable: “It comes as a surprise, just like that, all of a sudden. It
explodes. It carries us along with it. In it. Impossible to resist, impossible to ignore the
revolutionary who was sleeping inside us. Inside myself” (30). With the expression “sleeping
inside,” Taïa suggests that a revolutionary self already existed within the Arab people, thus
connecting them beyond their individuality and illustrating Khalil's concept of 'person-as-crowd'.
Influenced by the post-structuralist approach of Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, Khalil
advances that “the individual is not the opposite of crowds, or a structural model for a crowd, but
rather already exists as a crowd, in a constitutive coexistence within a crowded field” (Khalil
26). Since the individuals are already together in the crowd, their joining in a collective is
supposed to be a “becoming human” or a “becoming oneself”. Because such a concept concerns
any individual, it represents a significant threat for the authoritarian regimes, which develop their
power through divisions. Aware that it is Mohamed Bouzizi's gesture that lit this collective
“becoming human” in the Arab people, Taïa commits to maintain the intensity of the
revolutionary flame: “You did not die for nothing. We will continue the fight. We will lift our
heads a bit more every day. And we will write you in our poems, in our novels, in our legends”
(32).
Beyond the fact that the description in Infidèles of Jallal and Mahmoud blowing
themselves up in a deserted movie theater constitutes a final proof of the author’s desire to pay
tribute to Bouazizi, I would conclude that such an end to the novel illustrates Taïa’s exploration
of the political relevance of what Jasbir Puar coined as “Queer Assemblages.” Originating from
Deleuze and Guattari’s term “agencement,” assemblage refers to an organization or an
arrangement in which modes of relations are privileged over what or whom constitute them.
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Assemblage aims to offer an alternative to intersectionality whose reliance on categories such as
race, class, gender, sexuality, nation, age, or religion, contributes, according to Puar, to the
consolidation of positions if not identities and thus prevent possibilities of envisioning alternative
futures: “In the stillness of position, bodies actually lose their capacity for movement, for flow,
for (social) change” (Puar 213). With its focus on movements, intensities, or affects, assemblage
views queerness not as a destabilizing operation on identity but rather as an indeterminate state
that is prior to identity. Theorizing assemblage in the contemporary context of terrorism, Puar
confers to the figure of the suicide-bomber the potential to undermine the production of meaning
and identities by operating a return to the body as matter which, by blowing up, dissolves the
difference between self and others and blurs the rational discourses establishing the difference
between good and evil (218). The temporal, spatial, and corporeal chaos produced by the
explosion challenges “normative conventions of gender, sexuality, and race” and gives way for
unforeseen queer assemblages (221). By specifying that the queerness constituting the suicidebomber is de-linked from sexual identity, Puar expands the term queer beyond lesbian and gay
activism and suggest that contemporary and future organizing practices can be read as queer
assemblages. I read Infidèles' suicide-bombers in a similar light, arguing that their queerness
does not set them apart from the collective but rather opens up a way to approach the organizing
practices that emerged during the Arab Spring in terms of eruptions, contagions, and
contingencies rather than in terms of identities and representations.
Following a similar logic, in his article “The Counter-Revolution is Just a Passing Storm
Cloud” (2013), Taïa refuses to consider the electoral victory of Islamist nationalism after the
Arab Spring as the end of the revolutionary movement: “I still believe in it, in this Revolution
that came as such a shock, to so many people and to myself, when it occurred. I still refuse to fall
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into political realism that considers this political moment (in all senses of the term) to be dead to
Arab lives” (62). Far from being a blinded form of optimism, resisting political realism implies
permanent criticism and self-criticism in order to keep the spirit of the Arab Revolution alive
through the formation of assemblages, of collective forces always in a process of becoming (63).
Claiming in “Sortir de la peur” (2016) to be at a stage of his life where he attempts to renounce
all the identities through which he built himself, Taïa acknowledges the impasse of identity
construction at a personal level: “je m’enfermais moi-même dans des définitions qui, forcément,
ne rejoignaient pas toute la vérité autobiographique, toute la complexité de ma vérité.” I would
argue that, in the same manner, definitions and representations do not encompass the complexity
of the truth of collective struggles. It is the acceptance that this truth might be forever
unknowable that can lead to consider the indeterminacy or the queer aspect of group formations
as the very factor guaranteeing their futurity.
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CONCLUSION

Trying to find an end, or, in other words, a point of arrival, for a dissertation that has so
far promoted the ethical value of mobility whether symbolically through queerness or physically
through geographical movements, represents somewhat a counter-intuitive task. I will seek to
overcome it by suggesting new lines of critical explorations that derive from the limits of my
project. Addressing these limits does not dispute but rather expands my reflections on the
modalities of coalition-building that I have developed throughout my chapters on Genet,
Hocquenghem, Despentes, and Taïa.
Even though I demonstrated how queer, instead of a category such as homosexuality,
represents a critical lens contributing to the political alliance of minority groups beyond sexual
issues, it remains undeniable that I have considered sexual non-normativity as the point of
departure of my analysis over other minority conditions based on class, gender, ethnicity,
nationality, and race. This does not mean however that one cannot envision the possibility of a
queer collectivity from another minority perspective. For example, Meg John Barker and Julia
Scheele explains in their graphic history on the term queer how a queer frame of thought about
identities and marginalization actually originated from black feminist thinkers who took to task
the lack of reflections concerning gender in the case of the civil rights movement and the lack of
reflections regarding race in the case of the feminist movement. In “Age, Race, Class, and Sex:
Women Redefining Difference” (1984), Audre Lorde criticized the fact that the signifier
“woman” often presupposes “white woman,” which therefore places black woman as the Other.
That is why she urges the examination of difference in experiences and, particularly, situations of
privileges among subjects belonging to a same category. In Feminist Theory: From Margin to
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Center (1984), bell hooks also considers the acknowledgment and openness about differences to
be a crucial aspect of how to determine a position of resistance and implement activism. In
response to the conflictual aspect that differences may generate, she advocates for compassion as
a way to hold people accountable for their wrongdoing while believing in their capacity to
change.
As the publication of the Op-ed by black feminist Loretta Ross in the New York Times of
August 17, 2019 proves, interrogations on how to address the divergence of interests and forms
of oppressions and marginalization within a social movement remain prominent. Ross’
intervention holds the particularity of responding to the “call-out” culture that has emerged in
social justice work. While agreeing that calling out discriminatory opinion or behavior of those
in power may be necessary for achieving justice, Ross criticizes the recent tendency to resort to
“cancel culture” or public-shaming that more often than not takes place at the horizontal level
and therefore leads to the exclusion of anyone who does not perfectly agree with one group or
another. In order to resist those whom she calls “self-appointed guardians of political purity,”
activism needs to favor the practice of “calling-in,” which Ross simply defines as “a call-out
done with love.” By doing so, people welcome dialogue rather than shutting it down. Ending her
article by an anecdote about the fact that, as a college professor, she accidentally misgendered
one of her students, Ross explains how she appreciated that her student did not blast her and add
more to the shame that she already felt about the situation. With this example, I believe that Ross
intends to show that, because of people’s different personal backgrounds and histories, there is
often a risk to hurt someone and that the potential injury is often inflicted without malevolent
intentions. Rather than to be deplored, these moments of misunderstanding constitute a
“desirable feature of pluralistic democracy.”
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Whether it is Lorde’s critical examination of privilege, hook’s compassion, or Ross’
practice of calling-in, these strategies all have in common the goal of enabling the emergence of
relationships among diverse minority groups. By focusing on the possibility of exchange and
participation rather than divisions and exclusion, minority subjects can develop forms of
solidarity that do not require the mediation of a dominant discourse. Consequently, they give up
the vertical struggle for recognition and develop instead horizontal networks of cooperation that
create decentralized power relations within and across national boundaries, which Lionnet and
Shi coined as minor transnationalism. The essay Lettre à Jimmy (2007) written by the Congolese
author Alain Mabanckou in tribute to James Baldwin represents an interesting example of minor
transnationalism given that it interrogates, beyond the relationship between African American,
Africans, and Afro descendants, the correlation between blackness and homosexuality. Despite
Baldwin’s importance in the defense of the black community in the United States, his
homosexuality generated harsh criticism from other well-known figures of the black movement.
Richard Wright expressed his unease toward Baldwin’s sexuality that he assimilated to a
perversion while member of the Black Panthers (83), Eldridge Cleaver, accused the author of the
openly homosexual novel Giovanni’s Room to be against blackness and revere instead white
culture (86). Denouncing these forms of call-out, Mabanckou prefers to consider Baldwin’s
homosexuality as an expression of his freedom and an orientation that helped him to oppose to
the idea of normality, the complexities of sexuality in intersubjective relations. More than just an
act of rehabilitation, Lettre à Jimmy makes of Baldwin the firsthand interlocutor to rethink
collective action beyond labels and definitions:
Au fond, ce sont les définitions qui nous enferment, nous ôtent la faculté de nous ‘créer
interminablement’, d’imaginer un autre monde. Et tant que ces definitions paraîtront
absolues, la question de l’autre se posera avec acuité. C’est dans ce sens que je
comprends l’alerte que tu lances : ‘Et, en fait, la vérité quant à l’homme noir en tant
qu’entité historique et en tant qu’être humain lui a été cachée délibérément, cruellement.
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La puissance du monde blanc est menacée chaque fois qu’un Noir refuse d’accepter les
définitions imposées par le monde blanc’ (160).

Mabanckou suggests in this passage that most of the definitions that determine subjects’
position in the social sphere come from what Baldwin calls the “white world,” which refers
mostly to the West, and in particular those who were colonial powers. The “black man” is
nothing but a historical entity developed by nations used to subjugate the people living in the
regions of which they took possessions. That is why Mabanckou, following in the footsteps of
Baldwin, prefers to question definitions, the weights of words in the constitution of subjectivity
rather than simply seeking to understand one’s own status and implicitly conforming to it. The
author asserts that if Baldwin had still been alive, he would have particularly urged the formerly
colonized of French-speaking Sub-Saharan Africa to undertake this critical effort against
categories and definitions inherited from the colonial past (158). It ensues that the “we” from the
previous quote refers to such subjects. More than an act of rejection, Mabanckou advocates for a
simultaneous act of creation, which, taking the words of another prominent black thinker, Frantz
Fanon, should be done endlessly. In Peau noire, masques blancs (1952), Fanon claims indeed:
“Je ne suis pas prisonnier de l’histoire. Je ne dois pas y chercher le sens de ma destinée… Dans
le monde où je m’achemine, je me crée interminablement95” (186).
The promotion of a constant indeterminacy in regard to the position and identity of
African people and Afro descendants deeply echoes what queer theory attempted as an
alternative to LGBT activism. Queer theory emerged particularly as a reaction against LGBT
identity politics which, through the notion of “pride,” for example, reinforced in the end the
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The quote in Mabanckou’s Lettre à Jimmy is on page 159.
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dichotomy homosexuality/heterosexuality and the forms of exclusion that come with it96.
Similarly, Felwine Sarr underlines in his essay Afrotopia (2016) the necessity for Africans to
rethink their subjectivity and their relation to the world differently than the strategy adopted by
identity-based movements. Sarr acknowledges how negritude was important for black subjects to
create a culture relying on race and territoriality in order to claim their dignity and pride in
response to a history of subjugation through colonialism. However, as important as this
movement may have been, Sarr considers that negritude only represents a step in the process of
emancipation of Africans and Afro descendants who now need to favor creation over reaction
(147). Rather than returning to the supposedly authentic roots of Africa and developing a theory
of difference based on the dichotomy blackness/whiteness, Afrotopia promotes a futurity that
takes into account the hybrid or creole aspect of cultures and identities of Africans and Afro
descendants. Sarr further asserts that it is more important to determine who they want to be than
to understand who they are. This position is reminiscent of Muñoz’ notion of queer utopianism
that emphasizes on doing over being.
In addition to the queering of identities, the embrace of hybridity in the development of a
new understanding of an Afro-community leads to reflect on the ways in which displacements
shaped the cultural history of Africans and Afro-descendants. From slavery to globalization via
colonization, the African continent and its inhabitants experienced a double movement of
immersion and dispersion, which, as the philosopher Achille Mbembe explains in his essay
Sortir de la grande nuit (2010), contributed to the emergence of a transnational culture that he,
along with other thinkers97, calls Afropolitanism. Afropolitanism represents a politics and a
96
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Among which there are the British-American writer of Guinean origins Taiye Selasi or the Kenyan scholar Simon
Gikandi.
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poetic of being in the world that embraces multiplicity and finds expression in the arts and
particularly in literature. The work of the Cameroonian author Léonora Miano and her attempt to
create an aesthetic of frontier exemplifies the role that writers can play in the emergence of
Afropolitanism. Unlike the traditional notion of frontier, which supposes the establishment of a
separation, of a rupture, Miano adopts in Habiter la frontière (2012) a perspective reminiscent of
Glissant’s, where the frontier represents a space of relation, a space of permanent oscillation
between one culture and another, one language and another. Such an understanding of frontier
enables the author to produce a composite universe that corresponds to her own hybrid identity
and the one of many Sub-Saharans. I believe that the emergence of this transnational sense of
belonging between Sub-Saharans and Afro descendants further raises issues about minority
issues that intersect with racial and postcolonial concerns. For example, Miano explains how she
challenges sexual differences by creating characters whose behaviors do not comply with the
expectation of their gender (31). Whether it is homoeroticism in a novel like C’est le soleil qui
m’a brûlé (1987) or explicit homosexuality in Frieda Ekotto’s Chuchote pas trop (2005) and
Mohamed Mbougar Sarr’s De purs hommes (2018), fluid and non-normativite sexualities
constitute as well an important dimension in the redefinition of an Afro-culture. Rather than an
illustration that all the roads lead to sexual issues, it proves instead that all minority aspects are
interconnected by the very fact that they are the constitutive elements of one’s own singularity. If
they are what makes us distinctive, these elements are also what enable us to establish a real
dialogue with others and to build from this ongoing communication a form of collective
respectful of each other’s singularity.
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